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PREFACE
Thomas Merton interested me as a man and as a mystic long
before I was aware that he wrote poetry.

I had just begun to look

for a thesis subject when I discovered that Merton was also a poet.
The facts that no one had done a general survey of his poetry and
that Merton himself had suggested to Professor James Baker in 1968
that one was needed convinced me to attempt such a study; Merton's
death in December of 1968 made the subject even more timely.

I do

want to emphasize that this thesis is a general survey and has all
the limitations of one.
I wish to thank Professor Baker and his wife Jill for their
•:-

encouragement and help.

I am also indebted to the Brescia College

Library in Owensboro, Kentucky, and to Professors Willson Wood and
George McCelvey of the English Department here at Western Kentucky
University.

I especially want to thank my director, Professor

William McMahon, whose sense of balance, humor, and integrity have
been of such great help.
And to my husband, whose patience and encouragement have
been phenomenal, go my deepest appreciation and a promise that
this will not happen again.
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Introduction:

The Man

Thomas Merton, or Father Louis, as he is called by religious
associates, was born in Prades, France, in 1915, attended the best
schools of England and America, lived the worldly life of a New York
City playboy, entered a Trappist monastery in the Kentucky hills soon
after becomino a Roman Catholic, and, in December of 1968, twenty-seven
years after entering the mc-iastery, died, still a monk, in Bangkok,
Thailand, where he had gone to meet with Oriental mystics.1
An indication of the scope of his abilities and aspirations is
that during the last few years of his life, Merton set for himself the
task of synthesizing, in his own mind, all the wisdom of the Christian
world:
If I can unite in Tyself the thought and the devotion of
Eastern and Western Christendom, the Greek and the Latin
Fathers, the Russians with the Spanish mystics, I can
prepare in myself the reunion of divided Christians.2
Moreover, he was not concerned exclusively with Christian
wisdom.

He was also attempting toward the end of his life to

Mark Van Doren, "Thomas Merton," America, CXX (January 4,
'
1969), 21-22.
2
Thomas Merton, Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander (Garden
City, New York: Doubleday, 19661—,--p. 21.

i..t!rcl 11V Ilf41.1t,
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synthesize Oriental wisdom, especially Taoism and Zen Buddhism,
with Western thought.3
This is quite dn ambition, but any man can have an ambition.
What is remarkable about Thomas Merton is that, if he had lived
longer, he might have been able to do it.

Indeed, during his lifetime,

he broucht together in his consciousness--and in his published
writings, which are prolific--a great many disparate elements.

For

example, he absorbed and wrote about such diverse subjects as French
architecture, Russian mysticism, Mahatma Ghandi, Karl Barth, modern
painting, Spanish mysticism, the Beat poets, Karl Marx, and Zen
Buddhism.

He has translated modern and ancient French poetry, and

he has rendered into English for the first time some contemporary
South American poets.

4

He has written, edited, and translated more

4
than fifty books and three hundred articles.

During the last years

of his life, when the monastic ban on letter-writing was lifted, he
corresponded with such people as James Baldwin, Flannery O'Connor,
Martin Luther King, D. T. Suzuki, Henry Miller, and Evelyn Waugh, as
well as other poets, musicians, mystics, student rebels, and many
5
other people.

3James T. Baker, "Thomas Merton: The Spiritual and Social
Philosophy of Union," (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Florida
State University, 1968), p. 308. (Herein2ftcr referred to as "Thomas
Merton.")
4
Ibid., p. 44.
5James H. Forest, "The Gift of Merton," Commonweal, LXXXIX
(January 10, 1969), 465.
•
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It is no exaggeration to say, as Clifford Stevens did in 1967,
fantastic.“6 Mark Van Doren, who
that the "extent of his knowledge is
taught Merton at Columbia, said of him, "1 for one have never known a
mind more brilliant, more beautiful, more serious, more playful."7
The very least that can be said of the voice of Thomas Merton is that
it was persistent; the great volume of nis published works attests to
that.

His fifty books and three hundred articles have, in fact,

contributed a great deal to the wisdom of the world.
Of Thomas Merton's fifty books, seven are original collections
of poetry.

Although his poetry is greatly surpassed in quantity by

his prose writ' 9, it is quite possible that his seven volumes of
poetry are as significant as his forty-three volumes of prose.

In the

first place the nature of poetry makes it generally more significant
than prose, because it is more direct and telling.

Dom Aelred Graham

noted in 1953 that Merton's poetry at that time was "more revealing”
than his prose.8

The second reason is that Merton never considered

himself a philosopher, or theologian, or novelist; he considered
9
Even his prose writings
himself a poet, as he has made clear.
reveal a poetic rather than philosophic approach, as Professor James
10
Baker has suggested in his comprehensive study of Merton's ideas.
6
Clifford Stevens, "Thomas Merton: An Appraisal," American
Benedictine Review, XVIII (June, 1967), 223-26.
1

7
Van Doren, "Thomas Merton," p. 22.
8Aelred Graham, "Thomas Merton: A Modern Man in Reverse,*
Atlantic Monthly, CXCI (January, 1953), 74.
-Journal Magazine
9Jim Morissey, "Monk, Man, and Myth," Courier
_
(January 23, 1966), p. 25.
10
Baker,"Thomas Merton," p. 9.
JP'

_
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It seems logical that a poet's poetry would be
as important as
his prose.
In spite of Merton's importance, and in spite of the fact
that he thought of himself as a poet, the
only extensive study of his
poetry is an unpublished 1954 Ph.D. dissertati
on by Susan M. Campbell
entitled "The Poetry of Thomas Merton:

A Study in Theory, Influences.

and Form," which deals primarily with the relat
ionship between
Merton's poetic theory and his poetry.11
In addition, he seems to have undergone a great chang
e in
the 1950's.

Professor Baker, in a speech to the Kentucky-Tennessee

chapter of the American Studies
Association at Western Kentucky
University on March 7, 1969, suggested that
this change was probably
due to liberalization within the Trappist
order to which Merton
belonged.

Whatever the reason, the change was apparent in his

poetry, which became more obviously socially
oriented, and less
traditional in form as well as theme. The
four volumes of Merton's
poetry originally published before 1950
and the two volumes originally
published after 1960 differ substantially
in both form and content,
with The Strange Islands, published in 1957,
as somewhat transitional.
There is a need, then, for a study of Merton's poetr
y as a
whole--a study based not on the poetry as
a result of his poetic theory
but on the poetry primarily as poetry, and
which would include his
last three volumes. This paper, therefore,
will be a survey of
representative samplings from each volume
of

erton's poetry, and

11 Susan
Margaret Campbell, "The Poetry of Thomas Merton: A Study
in Theory, Influences, and Form," Dissertati
on Abstracts, XIV (1954),
962-63. (Hereinafter referred to as "The
Poetry of lhomas Merton.")
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will take into account the differences and similariti
es between his
early and later periods.

It will attempt to discover and illustrate

the most significant aspects of the development of Merton
's philosophy
and poetics, as revealed by the poetry itself and by
the critical
opinion about it.

It of necessity will be selective and somewhat

general.
Although there is danger in considering poetry in the light
of biographical materials, Merton's own life is so striking
and
unique that some preliminary consideration of it,
as described by
Merton himself in his autobiography, The Seven Storey Mounta
in (to
1946), seems desirable.12
Merton was born in the South of France in 1915 of American
parents, both of whom were artists.

Fleeing from World War I, the

family moved to Long Island, New York, where Merton's only
brother,
John Paul, was born in 1918.
3

Soon after this, Merton's mother died

of inoperable cancer, and he began to travel with his painter
father, first to Bermuda, then back to New York to live
with his
grandparents for awhile, then finally to France and Engla
nd.
Although Merton was baptized in the Anglican church, he did
not during his childhood receive any religious training; neith
er his
father nor his mother thought it necessary or even wise to
take him
to church.
Merton loved the South of France, where he lived with his
father for several years.

He became vaguely aware of the depth of

the Catholic tradition that surrounded him there, in the beaut
y of
12Ihomas Merton, The Seven Storey Mountain (New York:
Harcourt Brace, 1948).

6

the architecture and the devotion of the people, although he
certainly did not learn formally about Catholicism.

At this time

Merton still had some of the prejudice against Catholicism that
he had got from his grandparents in Long Island.
He attended private schools in France and in England.

If

Merton had felt some attraction toward Catholicism, or any religion,
in France, this attraction was completely dispelled in his English
schools.

He beoan to develop there, as he grew into adolescence, a

kind of cynical pleasure philosophy, which the death of his father,
also of cancer, only intensified.
By the time he entered Cambridge, he had wandered over
Europe several times, and although he was still attracted to the
strength and beauty of much of Europe's religious art and architeeture,
he was opposed to entering a formal religion, especially Catholicism.
He much preferred to pursue his worldly pleasures.
Merton was writing a little during this period (a few
adolescent poems and stories), but, more importantly, he was
discovering the great writers who were to influence his life:

Dante,

Blake, and Hopkins, among others.
After a year at Cambridge, realizing its corruption and his
own and hoping to leave some of it behind, Merton came back to
4 45

America to attend Columbia University.

Merton gives Columbia much

of the credit for setting him in the direction which was to change
his life completely.

Although he certainly did not immediately

reform his worldly ways, he did get a new sense of direction and
a new zest for art, literature, and philosopi,y.

He was exposed

7

to teachers and fellow students of obvious integrity; their influence
and the reali7ation of the meaninglessness of the kind of life he had
been leading led him gradually through the world of art, literature,
and ideas to his acceptance of Roman Catholicism.
William Blake influenced Merton's religious development a
great deal during this period.

After having found a concept of

God--God as Pure Being--which he could accept in Etienne Gilson's
Spirit of Medieval Philosophy, Merton discovered in Blake a
combination of mysticism and aestheticism which brought together
for him the religious experience and the aesthetic experience.
Jacques Maritain's Art and Scholasticism helped make this aspect
of Blake clear to Merton, and brought him one step further toward
Catholicism.
When he decided to do doctoral work at Columbia, he chose
for a dissertation topic the poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins.

He

had been exposed to Hopkins before, and was deeply interested--and
challenged--by his poetry, and also by his conversion.

He had taken

several theologically oriented classes at Columbia by this time, and
had talked, thought, and prayed a great deal about whether he should
become a Roman Catholic.

One evening in 1938, while reading an

account of Hopkins' conversion, he made his final decision.

He

was received into the Church in November of 1938.
For some reason, he was able to write poems after his
baptism.

Although he had written poetry before, he had done so

with great difficulty and with no satisfaction.

Now he began to

write poems with somewhat rore facility, poems that he felt were

a.

8

•

better than anything he had written.

Some of these were included in

his Thirty Poems, published in 1944.13
He continued at Columbia, gradually becoming aware of a deep
desire to be a priest.

He actually made arrangements to enter a

Franciscan monastery, but, because of his own serious doubts, was
refused admission at the last minute.

He made a religious retreat

with the Trappist monks at Our Lady of Gethsemani Abbey in Kentucky
in 1941, and even during the one week, found deep peace and
contentment.
peace.

Back in the world, he found himself longing for that

He worked for awhile as a volunteer in a Harlem settlement

house, but this work of charity was not enough to satisfy him.

He

longed for the communion with God that only the silence and hardships
of the Trappist monastery could provide.

So, in December of 1941,

he entered Gethsemani Abbey, nestled in the hills of central
Kentucky, to dedicate himself to a life of silence, hardship,
and prayer.
Merton seems never to have regretted this decision, or to
have doubted that the life of a Trappist monk was the most desirable
kind of life for him.

His great regret, discussed in the epilogue of

Seven Storey. Mountain14 and in his next autobiographical work, The
Sign of Jonas,15 was that his superior insisted that he continue to
write rather than devoting all his time to contemplation.
.4

This was

13Thomas Merton, Thirty Poems (New York: New Directions,
1944). Reprinted in Full in A Man in the Divided Sea (New York:
New Directions, 1946), pp. 113-155.
14Merton, The Seven Storey Mountain, pp. 410-13.
15
Thomas Merton, The Sion of Jonas (New York:
1953).

•

Harcourt Brace,
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a great problem for Merton, one that plagued him throughout his
monastic career and one that he seems to have resolved only during
the last years of his life.
In the introduction written for the recently published A
Thomas Merton Reader, Merton divided his monastic life into four
periods.16 The first covers the period from his entrance into the
monastery in December of 1941 until 1944.

It was during this

period that his brother, John Paul, became a Catholic and soon
after was killed in World War II.17

This also was the period

when his life at Gethsemani was at its harshest; there was not
enough nutritious food, not enough heat, and too many long hours
of communal prayer.
the entire period.

Consequently, Merton was in bad health during
He believes, however, that he wrote his best

poetry during this period.18
•

The second period is from 1944 until 1950.

Merton had

great difficulty writing during these years, and though publishing
twelve books, he himself thought only two of them, Thirty Poems
(1944), and The Seven Storey Mountain (1948), "respectable."19

He

was especially disappointed with the three other volumes of poetry

16Thomas
Merton, A Thomas Merton Reader, ed. by Thomas P.
McDonnell (New York: Harcourt, Brace, and World, Inc., 1962),
pp. vii-ix.
17
' Merton. The Seven Storei Mountain, pp. 394-404.

,

18Merton, A Thomas Merton Reader, p. vii.
19Merton, The Sign
of Jonas, p. 110.

•
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of the period, A Man in the Divided Sea,20 figures for an Apocalypse,21
and The Tears of the Blind Lions,22 so much so, as a matter of fact,
that he wrote
.in his journal in late 1949 that he would write ro more
•

poetry:

:*1

4bs

I decided to stop trying to be a poet anymore. I did
this first of all because I realized that I had never
really bEen a good poet anyway . . . and I would cnly
be imposing an illusion on the people who thought my
poetry was cood.23
He did not, however, abide by his decision; he continued to
write and publish poetry, although he did not publish another
collection until 1957.
The third stage of Merton's monastic life comprised the
years from 1950 until 1955.

His writings during this period consisted

mainly of theological works, although, as stated above, he continued
to write some poetry for magazine publication.24 He also began,
during the early 1950's, to turn back toward "the world," finding
that he was able to accept it, in all its tragic inadequacies, and
himself as part of that world.25

From this time on, his books, both

prose and poetry, would be more concerned with the contemporary world
and less with religious themes.
20Thomas
Merton, A Man in the Divided Sea (New York:
Directions, 1946).

New

21

Thomas Merton, Ficures for an Apocalypse (New York:
Directions, 1947).

New

22Thomas Merton, The Tears of the Blind Lions (New York:
Directions, 1949).
23Merton, The Sign of Jonas, p. 127.
24Merton, A Thomas Merton Reader, p. xi.
n Baker,
"Thomas Merton," 59.
a.

New

11

The fourth stage suggested by Merton is the period from 1955
to 1966.

He considers that his most significant work was done during

these eleven years, work which shows more breadth of understanding
than his earlier work did.

The two volumes of poetry published during

this time are The Stranoe Islands26 and Emblems

27
a Season of Fury.

Although Merton's own classification of his monastic life ends
with 1966, another period can be added:
life, 1967 and 1968.

the last two years of his

Merton in 1966 was relieved of many of his

community duties at Gethsemani and actually retired to a cinderblock cabin in the monastery woods to write and contemplate.28
Although he hoped in 1966 that he could avoid writing the kind of
socially oriented prose (and poetry) that he had been publishing
since the late 1950's,29 the one volume of poetry published, Cabl :s
to the Ace, is at least superficially social commentary.30
On December 9, 1968, in Bangkok, Thailand, where Merton had
finally got monastic permission to meet with Oriental monks and

4

mystics, he touched an exposed wire on an electric fan and was
instantly electrocuted.31
26Thomas Merton, The Strange Islands (New York:
Directions, 1957).

New

27
Thomas Merton, Emblems of a Season of Fury (New York:
Directions, [1963]).

New

28Baker, "Thomas Merton," p. 51.
29Morissey, "Monk, Man, and Myth," p. 25.
30Thwas Merton, Cables to the Pee (:ew York:
[1953]).
31

The Courier-Journal, Dec. 12, 1968, p. 1.

New Directions,

12

Merton's seven volumes of originally published poetry are:
41,

Thiqy Poems (1944), A Man in the Divided Sea (1946), Figures for
an Apocalypse (1947), The Tears of the Blind Lions (1949), The
Strange Islands (1957), Emblems. of a Season_ of Fury. (1963), and
Cables to the Ace (1968).
Merton also wrote an essay in 1947, which appeared at the
end of his Figures for an Apocalypse, entitled "Poetry and

4

Contemplation."32

Eleven years later, in 1958, a revised version

of this essay appeared in Commonweal.33

He also published a

"Message to Poets" in his 1964 Raids on the Unspeakable.34
His basic theory of poetry is that a poetic experience, or
any aesthetic experience, is a "supra-rational intuition of the
latent perfection of things,"35 and, as such, is very close to
mystical contemplation of God, although on a natural rather than
supernatural plane.

The poem is the expression of this poetic

experience; in fact, it becomes the experience, the "supra-rational
intuition" itself.35

This "latent perfection of things" includes

their symbolic significance, for Merton said:
All things, as such, are symbolic by their very
being and nature, and all talk of something beyond
32Merton, Figures
for an Apocalypse, pp. 95-111.
74,

33Thomas Merton,
"Poetry and Contemplation: A Reappraisal,"
Commonweal, LXIX (October 24, 1956), pp. 87-92. (Hereinafter referred
to as "Poetry.")
34Thomas Merton, "Message to Poets," Raids on the Unspeakable
(New York: r;ew Directions, [1964]), pp. 155-161.
35Merton, "Poetry," p. 102.
36Baker, "Thomas Merton,

. 164.
r

13

themselves. Their meaning is not something we
impose upon them, but a mystery which 1-e can discover
in them.J7
The poet, then, can use his gifts to "point :Jeyond all objects into
38
the silence where nothing can be said."
Although there are minor points of change in Merton's poetic
theory as his development progressed, those are the basic assumptions
which underlie all his poetry.
Merton's poetry deals thematically with several aspects of
existence, but the most persistent and highly developed theme is
the mystery and joy of contemplating God.

It is through contemplation

of the Divine that one discovers the Divine in himself, the union
with Divinity that is the true meaning of man's existence.

All

contemplatives know, says Merton, that "by spiritual disciplines a
man can change his life and find deeper meaning, inteoration, and
fulfillment; . . . that 1:.an's highest ambition lies . . . in the
renunciation of self;" and that such discipline and renunciation
can 'lead one to a deeper understanding of the meaning of life and
of the very nature of Being

itself."39

This concern with such

mystical contemplation, with the losing of self in the knowledge
and experience of God, is reflected (with changing emphasis) in
all of Merton's poetry, both early and late.

It is frequently

expressed in his early poetry by meditations on traditional Catholic
37Thomas Merton, 1954 letter to Mark Van Doren, cited by Van
Doren in Selected Poems (New York: New Directions, 1967), p. xiii.
38Merton, "Message to Poets," p. 160.
39Thomas Merton, Mystics and Zen Masters (New York:
Straus, and Giroux, 1967), p. viii.

Farrar,

14

subjects--liturgical feasts, the Sacraments, Saints and Church Fathers
and the Blessed Virgin.

In the later poetry, contemplation of God is

describe:: in terms less Catholic and more Catholic.
But Merton certainly would not deny his humanity.

He glories

in it; he has said that saints become saints by developing their
humanity to its fullest potentia1.4°

His mysticism, he confesses,

"has a certain earthy side to it."4/

His humanity, too, is part of

his poetry.

Even when dealing with contemplation, all his best

poems are rooted in the senses.

Perhaps his awareness of the

symbolic nature of objects allowed him to approach the subjective
reality of God by way of the physical senses.

Perhaps he used his

humanity as a metapher to make divinity Comprehensible.

At any rate,

the treatment of contemplation in his most effective poems is not
usually abstract.
Another theme seen frequently in Merton's poetry, especially
his early poetry, is nature.

Usually, however, his nature poems are

actually poems about some aspect of contemplation, using nature as an
approach to awareness of and union with God.
Merton's poetry was not greatly concerned at first with
social themes, except to reject the world, but as his attitudes
Much of it began to

toward the world changed, so did his poetry.

deal with contemporary social problems in a new way, while still
dealing with religious themes.

40Baker, "Thomas Merton," p. 68.
41 Merton,

The Sign of Jonas, p. 50.

-4
4f.

I1
e
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Other themes representative of all Merton's poetry include
elegies to the dead, some mythological themes, the passage of time,
sin and penance, and some local occurrences, such as the burning of
a barn at Gethsemani.
It is impossible to discuss even generally the form of Merton's
poetry without dividing the poetry into two periods.

His earlier

poetry is, with some exceptions, of course, smooth, with natural, quiet,
easy rhythms, fairly long lines, few rhymes, and corcrete imagery and
metaphors which are sometimcs striking and beautiful, sometimes
awkward and inappropriate.

His later poetry has none of this quiet

or smoothness, and much of it tends toward abstraction.

There is

actually less metaphor and imagery, and what there is is more
deliberately shocking.

Although the lines are much shorter, the

poems are often more obscure and paradoxical. (It is interesting,
however, that many of his recent contemplation poems, although
paradoxical, are actually more simple and direct.)
The influences apparent in Merton's poetry are many.
Although William Blake influenced Merton's thinking, and therefore
his poetry, probably more than any other poet, this influence is
not readily apparent in his poems.

His prophetic poems perhaps

42
show Blakean influence, as Sr. Mary Julian Baird has suggested,
and an occasional striking combination of imagery or metaphor calls
Blake's poetry to mind.

But Blake's influence went deeper.

It was

42
' Sr. Mary Julian Baird, R.S.M., "Blake, Hopkins and Thomas
Merton," Catholic Uorld, LXXXIII (April, 1956), 48. This article
is concerned almost exclusively with the religious influence of
the two poets on Merton,
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the study of Blake which brought Merton to the realization that
art and mysticism are closely related, and it was Blake who taught
Merton that the true source of poetic inspiration is in contemplation
of God through natural objects.
A more obvious, though probably less profound influence on
Merton, was the poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins.

Although Merton

never got around to finishing the Ph.D. dissertation which he planned
to do on Hopkins, he did study his work very carefully, even to the
43
And
point of "trying to figure out various manuals on prosody."
his poetry, especially the early poetry, shows the great extent of
Hopkins' influence.

In fact, Merton, speaking in 1966 of the

paradoxical nature of life, used Hopkins' key word, "inscape," to
44
convey his idea.
The influence of T. S. Eliot is also apparent in Merton's
poetry; Merton himself said in 1948: "As a poet, I have got to be
45
The influence of
sharp and precise like Eliot—or else quit."
the metaphysical poets is seen frequently in Merton's use of the
conceit.

A modern movement particularly influential in Merton's

poetry is surrealism.

The surrealistic influence in Merton is

usually attributable to Dylan Thomas and the Spanish poet GarciaLorca.

And, of course, the great poetry of the world influenced

him, especially Dante and Shakespeare and the Bible; these, however,
are not influences that can be easily traced in his poetry.
43
Merton, The Seven Story Mountain, p. 235.
44
Merton, A Thomas Merton Reader, xi.
45Merton, The Sim of Jonas, p. 94.

Along
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this line of "general influence" should also be mentioned the
liturgy and the poetry of the Catholic mystics, especially St. John
of the Cross, the Spanish mystic of the sixteenth century who is also
considrned one of Spain's greatest poets.46
Although critical opinion differs considerably, the general
tendency is to give Merton definitely minor, though significant,
status as a poet.

However, there has been little responsible

criticism of Merton's poetry; relatively none since 1960.

Merton

himself considered that his best poetry was written early in his
life,47 and although his own evaluation is not necessarily the
most telling, the few critics who have commented on the whole body
of his work tentatively agree with that assessment.
These are only general aspects of theme, form, influence,
1.1

and critical opinion regarding Thomas Merton's poetry, given as
background for the study of individual volumes which will follow.
But even such a cursory look as this reveals the efficacy of studying
the poetry in two parts.

Although Merton's change in outlook was

gradual and there is no point at which his poetry changes abruptly
from one style to another, the logical division is to include his
first four volumes of poetry in his early period and his last three
volumes in his later period.
46
E. Allison Peers, Saint Teresa of Jesus and other Essays
and Addresses (London: Faber and Faber, 1951), p. 224.
47Merton, A Thomas Merton Reader, p. vii.

CHAPTER II
The Early Poetry
Thirty Poems
Thirty Poers, though published three years after Merton
entered the monastery, includes some poems written before he became
a monk.

There are none, however, which were written prior to his

conversion to Roman Catholicism; it was only after his conversion
that he was able to write poems of any value.1
Although Merton was not yet writing strictly contemplative
poetry, most of the poems in the first volume actually are
meditations on some aspect of God, frequently from the viewpoint
of Catholicism.

This theme is easily seen in some of the poems,

for example, "The Holy Sacrament of the Altar," which is a more
or less obvious treatment of Mass, and "The Communion," whose four
stanzas each begin and end with a litany-like "0 sweet escape! 0
smiling flight!" and whose twenty-one lines incorporate twenty
exclamation points.

The best poems with the contemplation theme,

however, are the ones which do not treat it so obviously.

"The

Messenger" is such a one--a beautifully understated analogy of a
"sentry at the rim of winter" who, in the gentle springtime, warns
the world of the fierceness and intensity of summer's "warrior sun."
The sun brings joy and fulfillment, but its very fierceness is
1 Merton,

The Seven Storey Mountain, p. 235.
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sometimes hard to bear.

It was like this, the poet says, when "the

Mother of God/ Loved and dreaded tho message of an angel." And so
the coming of God is to each of us somtthing to be desired yet
delicately feared.

It is the very understatement of theme which

gives this poem its subtle power.
Another poem, "Holy Communion:

The City" attempts to

combine the joy of knowledge of God with the misery of Harlem, but
the idea of Catholicism alone bringing peace and joy, of Massbells coming "like rain" to turn dry spirits into vineyards, seems
rather naive.

The imagery in the poem is too weak to make such a

thing believable.
A more realistic treatment of the Mass is given in "A
Sponge Full of Vinegar," which Louise Nicholl sees as one of his
"primavera" poems.2 Even man's most perfect gift, the sacrifice
and offering of the Son of God through the Mass, is but a
"sponge full of vinegar" to the Father, because even it is tainted
by man--Christ, after all, was man.

This may be questionable

theology, and does seem to contradict some of Merton's later
attitudes, but the poem is effective.
Related to these religious poems are those with a nature
theme--not nature in itself, but nature as leading to God. "The
Messenger," mentioned above, is perhaps the best of these, but
another poem, "The Winter's Night," is quite good.

Mark Van Doren

has noted that sound is especially important in Merton's
2
Louise T. Nicholl, "Modern or Medievalist?"
Review of Literature, XXIX (March 23, 1946), 44.
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3
poetry, but this poem exhibits a curious interplay of the senses.
An illustration from the first stanza is perhaps better at this
point than an explanation:
When, in the dark, the frost cracks on the window
The children awaken, and whisper.
One says that the moonlight grated like a skate
Across the freezing river
Another hears the starlight breaking like a knifeblade
Upon the silent, steelbright pond.
They say the trees are stiller than the frozen water
From waiting for a shouting light, a heavenly message.
Merton seems to have these children perceiving sight as
sound.

1-obert Lowell suggests that this might be a "trick he may

have gotten from Edith Sitwell or Cummings, that is, using a sound
word where one would expect a light word.'4

Lowell's reference,

however, is not to this particular poem, and he seems to think that
Merton uses it to get an effective line, whereas in this instance
the whole poem is based on this interplay.
sts

One interpretation might

be that all the manifestations of light (which continue throughout
the poem) are actually Divine Light, or God, perceived even in the
darkness of night, when it cannot be seen--but perceived only by
the innocent, by the little Jiildren.

The last stanza is just as

striking:

"4,0*

The moonlight rings upon the ice as sudden as a footstep;
Starlight clinks upon the dooryard stone, too like a latch,
And the children are, again, awake,
And all call out in whispers to their guardian angels.
3t ark Van Doren, Introduction to Selected Poems by Thomas
Merton (2nd ed.; New York: New Directions, 1967), p. xv. (Hereinafter
referred to as "Introduction.")
4Robert Lowell, "The Verses of Thoras Merton," Commonweal,
XLII (June 22, 1945), 242.
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Merton definitely seems to make a better poem with quiet understatement
of theme rather than hyperbole.
There are two elegies, also, in Thirty Poems, both of which are
well done. One, Merton's elegy to his brother killed in World War II,
is frequently cited as his finest poem,5 and will be dealt with in
detail later.

The other, to the Spanish poet Garcia-Lorca, is also

quite good, though not so moving as "For My Brother."

Merton in both

elegies takes care to make it plain that the death of any man is the
death of Christ.
There are, as a matter of fact, several poems with the theme
of death in this work.

None of them seems especially profound or

effective; one of them, "Death," is parLicularly representative of
his less successful poetry in that it is a superficial and sentimental
treatment of the subject.
Another theme, one which is handled in three of these poems,
is that of rejecting the world because it is too evil, too ridiculous,
too chaotic.

The only thing to do is to escape it.

There is no

element here of reform, not really of prophecy--just a rather
dispirited condemnation.

These poems, too, like "Night Train" and

"Iphigenia-Politics," seem to be more involved and difficult to
untangle, much less lucid.

Merton was indeed weary of the world

when he wrote these poems, and the ones which deal with the world
(as society) display, as one reviewer puts it, "difficulties of
meaning and a cold futility of mind."6 Merton seemingly could not
5Van
Doren, "Introduction," p. xvi.
Nicholl, "Modern or Medievalist?" p. 44.

••••

22

get enthusiastic or lyrical about anything in the world, even
condemning it, so that there was, as John Nerber notes, too much
7
of a feeling of detachment.
Most of the Thirty Poems can be classified as lyrics,
primarily religious lyrics, with the exception, of course, of the
two elegies, and possibly "St. Agnes:

A Responsory," which looks

somewhat like an ode because of its praise, but which reads like
a liturgical chant.

Most of the poems contain four or five stanzas;

the longest one, an autobiographical meditation entitled "An
Argument--Of the Passion of Christ," contains eight.
this is also the most disciplined poem.

Oddly enough,

The first five stanzas have

four lines, each primarily iambic pentameter, rhyming abcd.

The

next stanza contains twelve lines of iambic pentameter in rhyming
couplets, the following has sixteen lines of iambic pentameter in
rhyming couplets, while the last stanza has a sonnet's fourteen
lines, but has the same rhyme scheme of the two previous stanzas.
This is not his best poem, but it is a clear and impassioned
statement.

The discipline of form no doubt gives it some of its

8
lucidity.
The rest of the poems seem to have no fixed form.

There are

several rhythms present, the most frequent being iambic pentameter.
There is nothing notable about the rhythms; they are generally
dignified and fairly passive, except for the one or two poems which
7
John Nerber, "A Trappist Canticle," Poetry, LXIX-LXX
(December, 1946), 167.
8
This poem has, as a matter of fact, the most disciplined
form of any poem Merton ever wrote.
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9
tend to be excited and exclamatory.
The last poerr, "The Sponge Full
of Vinegar," uses Hopkins' technique of sprung rhythm throughout most
of the poem; this perhaps adds to its intensity.
There is little or no rhyme apparent, and no regular stanzaic
pattern emerges.

Although the grammatical structures are generally

not too complex, _here is some "syntactical obscurity," as Gervase
Toelle notes.10

This is especially noticeable in those poems

dealing with "the world," as in this instance from "Dirge for
the Proud World":
The burning bees come walk, as bright as jewels
Upon that flowering, dark sun
The bullet wound in his unmoving lung.
The preposition "upon" seems to be loosely placed; the phrase "as
bright as jewels" would seemingly do its job better if it were pieced
closer to the "burning bees," to which it refers.
impossible structure, but it is rather twisted.

This is not an

11

Merton uses alliteration and word play frequently, more often
to the harm than good of his poetry, as in the Hopkins flavored
"gallsavored," "crosswise firebird," and "the death-thirst manlife
found in the forbidden apple," found in "The Sponge Full of Vinegar."
Lowell, in fact, thinks that the last line is "ruined by Hopkins."/2
9
Lowell, in his review, cites an effective use of rhythm in
"The Flight into Egypt," but notes that it is unusual for Merton's
poetry ("The Verses of Thomas Merton," p. 241).
10
Gervase Toelle, 0. Carm., "Merton and the Critics,"
Renascence, II (Spring, 1950), 142.
11,
uohn Nerber mentions also the "meaningless" syntactical
relationships ("A Trappist Canticle," p. 165).
12Lowe11, 'The Verses of Thomas Merton," p. 242.
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More effective is the line "As white as blackthorn blossoms,"
suggesting the paradoxical nature of God, in "The Holy Child's
Song," and the close occurrences of "vein" and "vine" in "The Vine,"
Merton's poems are better, however, when he minimizes his word play;
too often it comes off as superficially clever or cute.
Merton uses metaphor, often in the form of the metaphysical
conceit, to carry the burden of meaning in his poems.

The effectiveness

of the extended metaphor on which "The Messenger" is based has already
been illustrated--the tenuousness of the vehicle ("the sentry en the
rim of winter," which is itself a metaphor for a state of nature)
matches the delicacy of feeling of the tenor (the paradoxical
love-dread of the coming of God).

This poem, then, is based on

a metaphor within a metaphor, yet manages to retain enough fragile
simplicity to be striking.
Merton does not always handle the metaphor so well.

In

"The Regret," he uses the metaphor of the fisherman-hunter throughout
the first part of the poem, but uses it without consistency--first
to refer to the season, then to "we," then to the "stormy weeks."
After this it is dropped altogether, and replaced with what Robert
metaphor..13 From
an
Lowell calls "an impossible devotional
incidental description of the trees as "stricken cages" in the
second stanza, Merton's "we" become "jailers," who no longer care
about "secret keys," and who, now indifferent to seasons, allow the
"last of the escaping year" to get away.
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The use of the conceit is frequent ir Thirty Poems.
Sponge Full of Vinegar" is a poem based on a conceit.
particularly apt:

"The

It is

the Mass offered by sinful ?Ian can only be as

vinegar to a thirsty God.

Since the Mass is the re-enactment of

the Crucifixion, and the sponge full of vinegar is a part of the
Crucifixion, the conceit doubly unifies and intensifies the poem.
Another poem based on a conceit is "The Vine."
is identified with t

The vine

life of the soul; battered and seemingly dying

with the cycle of seasons, it is renewed again by "the cross of
April."

This image is not as well conceived, however; Merton often

resorts to similes to carry it through, as in "life, like the
sweet vine."
A failing of Merton's poetry, in fact, is that it uses
the simile too frequently.

Too much "like" and "as" remind the

reader that the things compared are indeed distinct and need to be
thought of separately; this tends to mar sor7e of Merton's poems.
"Ariadne at the Labyrinth," a poem based on the Greek myth in
which Ariadne brought Theseus safely out of the Minotaur's
labyrinth by providing a guide-string, conveys its meaning more
by symbol.

Obviously there is some theological significance in

the fact that the "Strength of a cotton thread draws out to Ariadne/
The Bravest Soldier, the Wisest Judge/

The Mightiest King."

But

by placing Ariadne and the maze in the "Carribean midnight" Merton
invests the poem with diffuse meanings, the best kind of symbolism.
Merton's imagery is, to say the least, enthusiastic.

Although

the majority of his poems depend on some type of metaphor or symbol,
it

-
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some few of these early poems are almost wholly imagistic.

Frequently

Merton achieves very successful imagery, especially when he deals with
nature:

"The pilgrim moon pours ever the solemn darness/

waterfalls of silence" (from "The Trappist Abbey:

Her

Matins"), or

"music the color of olives" (from "In Memory of Garcia Lorca") and
"The white girls sing as shrill as water/

The black girls talk as

quiet as clay" (from "Song for Our Lady of Cobre").

Sometimes it is

too baroque--"the glad volcano of their congas," "the maze's cruel
algebra" (from "Ariadne at the Labyrinth"), and "a branchy cage"
(from "The Prophet").

Such imagery Lowell sees as "imaginative

narcotics," used to disguise a lack of content.14
There is also some surrealistic imagery.

A good example,

pointed out by Sr. Rosemarie Julie,15 is from the charming
unpretentious "Song for Our Lady of Cobre":
Because the heavenly stars
Stand in a ring:
And all the pieces of the mosaic, earth,
Get up and fly away like birds.

•

Thirty Poems shows evidence of influences from several poets,
the most obvious and persistent being that of Hopkins.

Especially

reminiscent of Hopkins is "The Sponge Full of Vinegar," but Hopkinslike word compounds and rhythms are interspersed throughout the whole
volume.

"The Blessed Virgin Compared to a Window," for example,

resembles Hopkins' "The Blessed Virgin Compared to the Air We Breathe"
in intent, if nothing else.
14/bid.
15Sr. Rosemarie Julie, "Influences Shaping the Poetic Imagery of
Merton," Renascence, IX (1957), 190-91. (Hereinafter referred to as
"Poetic Imagery:1)
-
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Robert Lowell sees this poem, however, as more derivative of
Donne's "Of My Name in the Window," and sees it indebted both to
Donne and Crashaw.

Lowell sees more evidence of Crashaw's influence

(to the bad) in Merton's use of the atomic conceit:

"each conceit is

an entity and the whole poem is seldom much more than the sum of its
parts; often it is considerably less."16

Merton also is indebted to

the Metaphysicals, Sr. Rosemarie Julie thinks, for the anatomical
conceit, as in the prisoner's "coiled ear" in "Dark Morning."17
Much of Merton's imagery brings Eliot to mind, such as "Fog
rides the early air," in "Dark Morning"; "Cliffs of your hangovers
were never half so dizzy as my infinite abyss," in "Death"; and, from
"The Night-Train," these lines:
While spring tides of commotion
(The third-class pianos of the Orient Express)
Fill up the hollow barrels of my ears.
Significantly, all these examples of Eliotie influence are from poems
whose the7es include the barrenness of the world.

Some of the sur-

realistic imagery may also be indebted to Dylan Thomas and Garcia-Lorca,
although it is not known that Merton had read Thomas before 1944.18
16Lowell, "The Verses of Thomas
Merton," pp. 241-42. Lowell
likes the poem, however, and thinks that the influences "detract nothing
from its sincerity and freshness."
17Sr. Rosemarie Julie, "Poetic Imagery," p. 193.
18It is interesting to note that one critic, Sr. M. Madaleva,
claims that although as a poet Merton was a "student of many teachers,"
he was "an echo or imitator of none," and even said that Merton's avowed
interest in Hopkins and Eliot was evident in "no line, device, or
technic." (Sr. M. Madaleva, "The Poetry of Thomas Merton," From An
Abundant Slijiha [New York: P. J. Kenedy and Sons, 1952], pp. 525-34).
Although this is an extreme example, this type of flattering but insupportable claim has often been made for Merton (particularly in Catholic
journals of the 1940's), with the result that much of the material
available is relatively worthless as criticism.

Because the elegy "For !,'y Brother" is representative
of some
of the best aspects of Thirty_ Poems, a closer look at
it miaht be
helpful.

Since most readers may not know it, it is given complete:

Sweet brDther, ifki do not sleep
My eyes are flowers for your te-:•;
And if I cannot eat my bread,
My fasts shall live like willows where you died.
If in the heat I find no water for my thirst,
My thirst shall turn to springs for you, poor
traveller.
Where, in what desolate and smokey country,
Lies your poor body, lost and dead?
And in what landscape of disaster
Has your unhappy spirit lost its road?
Come, in my labor find a resting place
And in my sorrows lay your head,
Or rather take my life and blood
And buy yourself a better bed-Or take my breath and take my death
And buy yourself a better rest.
When all the men of war are shot
And flags have fallen into dust,
Your cross and mine shall tell men still
Christ died on each, for both of us.
For in the wreckage of your April Christ lies slai
n,
And Christ weeps in the ruins of my spring:
The money of Whose tears shall fall
Into your weak and friendless hand,
And buy you back to your own land:
The silence of Whose tears shall fall
Like bells upon your alien tomb.
Hear them and come: they call you home.
The simplicity and straightforwardness of the
title are indicative
of what is to follow.

Although there is no regular rhythm, the

poem flows smoothly from word to word, line to line,
stanza to
stanza.

The meter is mainly iambic, though not exclusivel
y, and

there is seme rhyme, primarily in the last of the
five stanzas.
The rhythm is gentle, almost lulling, thus providing
a mood of
consolation.

And, perhaps in the same spirit of consolation,
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Merton clearly and simply tells his brother, himself, and the world
that he can indeed be active in the redemption of his brother.

Merton

asserts that because Christ is our Redeemer, and lives in each of us,
we too are Redeemers.

Although the penalty of His living in us is

that He must also die in us, He is resurrected with us, completing
the cycle of life, death, rebirth.
Such is his message:
hope.

We are all brothers in Christ.

really a simple one of unity, love,

The tone of the poem is one of love and a deeply humble faith.

It is the humility, perhaps, which dictates the quiet rhythms and
imadery.
Merton gives the reader a picture of his life at Gethsemani
in the poem.

The things he offers his brother are actually the simple

things that make up his day:

the lack of sleep, the fasting, the

thirst, labor, and suffering; and finally, the giving up of his own
life, his own self, in mystical contemplation.

Much of the beauty

of the poem is in the imagery and metaphor of the gifts he offers in
barter:

sleepless eyes as flowers; fasts like willows, springing

oLt of the ground where his brother died; thirst as springs for the
weary traveller in an unknown desolate lahd.

Eacn image--flowers,

willows, water--which is symbol also, is particularly appropriate to
Merton's own offering; each is symbolic of living and renewal.

His

brother does not have to stay in the "desolate and smokey country"
(perhaps purgatory); Merton's owr crucifixion, and Christ's in him,
can bring him to his "better rest"--with God in Heavenly life.
War, the poet says, cannot change the fact of the Redemption,
or of Christ's life in us.

/11

It is basic to our nature that Christ live
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in us.

The sing-song child-like rhythm at this point is pArticularly

effective in making it seem a basic fact of our existence.
The last stanza sums up the whole poem in a particularly
beautiful way.

The rhyme serves to unify and tighten the poem.

"April" and the "spring" are appropriate.

The

It was in April that

Merton's brother died, but "April" and "spring" might also refer to
the youth of both Merton and his brother.
places Christ's death in spring.

And, of course, liturgy

Christ's suffering (and ours in

Him) can bring man to his own land, to God.

The manifestation of

His suffering is His tears, the silence of which, like the vibrations
of a bell, irradiates and possesses man.

Silence implies inexpressible

fulness, infinity; the fact of the Redemption is expressed best by
silence--a silence which by its very fulness is all-encompassing.

It

s the experiencing of this silence, the realization and acceptance
of the Redemption, that can bring man to God.
There is none of the contrived imagery which plagues Merton
in some works, none of the loss of unity or reliance on simile.

This

is a memorable poem.
Although there is not a great deal of objective and
perceptive criticism of Thirty Poems, the critics were generally
favorable toward Merton's first published volume, especially as
religious poetry.

Robert Lowell's evaluation, for example, was

that Merton was a "modest, not altogether satisfactory minor
writer," but as a Catholic poet was of much more consequence,19
Gervase Toelle said that the poetry was "eninently worthy of noted

.e

Lowell, "The Verses of Thomas Merton," p. 240.
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as a "fresh, modern handling of religious themes";20 and Louise
Nicholl saw Merton as a writer of a "wierdly proficient," joyous
church music, and as one with an extremely flexible talent.21

Nearly

every reviewer ended his coments with some reference to Merton's
exciting potential.
A Man In the Divided Sea
The second volume of Merton's poetry, A Man in the Divicd Sea,
was published in 1944.

It contained fifty-seven original poems and

reprinted in full the poems originally published in Thirty Poems.
The relationship of the poems of these two volumes needs to be
explained.

Both contain poems written in Merton's pre-Gethsemani

period, from 1938 to 1942.

In addition, Thirty_ Poems contains poems

written in the monastery from 1942 to 1944, and A Man in the Dividad
Sea contains poems written in the monastery primarily from 1944 to
1946.

Presumably Merton chose a few of the best of his pre-Gethsemani

poems to appear along with his 1942-44 poems in Thirty Poems, leaving
repetitive or second-rate pre-Gethsemani poems in A Man in the
Divided Sea.

Although there is no clear-cut distinction made (and

this needs to be established) between the pre- and post-Gethsemani
poems in the first volum there is in the second.

For one thing,

the poems were presented in A Man in the Divided Sea in the approximate
order of composition.22

And for another, the pre- and post-Gethsemani

20Icelle, "Merton and the Critics," pp. 139-40.
21,,, • ,

u"
•
or Medievali st?" p. 44.
r.ociern

22
Speer Strahan, "Thomas Merton, Poet," Ave Maria, LXV
(February 22, 1947), 232.
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poems in this volume exhibit strikingly different characteri
stics.

This

is not as true of thirty Poems, whose poems do not group thems
elves into
two different styles, probably for two reasons:

one, his 1942-44 poems

are closer in time to the pre-Gethsemani poems; two,
the pre-Gethsemani
poems in Thirty Poems are generally superior to those in
A Man in the
Divided Sea.
The reader can expect, then, that the pre-Getnsemani
poems
„It

(approximately the first twenty-seven) in the second volum
e will
resemble many of the poems in Thirty Poems in theme
, form, and
influence; indeed they do.
Cr"ics have made much of the fact that the poems in A Man
in
the Divided Sea give a sort of intellectual and spiri
tual account of
Merton's abandonment of the world and entry into the
fullest life of
the Church, and of the fact that there is a transition
from Greek to
Christian myth representing, as John Nerber suggests
"the transition
between two beliefs, two traditions."23 This seems
a little in error,
however; although there is somewhat of a transition
of tradition (that
is, his poems go from pre-Christian figures to Christian
figures),
there is no question of transition of belief. It has
already been
noted that Merton wrote all his publishable poems
after his conversion,
and it is obvious even in the Greek mythology poems
that for him
tradition is dead. Gervase Toelle makes this
same point; the
dichotomy, he says, is 'only skin deep..24

l'!

23
Nerber, "A Trappist Canticle," pp. 165-66.
24Toell
e, "Merton and the Critics," p. 142.
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Merton uses Greek mythology in these poems, as
a matter °I
fact, to symbolize the decadence of the world,
if only by "comparative
implication," as Nerber suggests.25 Many of
the other poems also have
this same theme; most of the rest have as a theme
some foreshadowing of
the joy of the Lord which will come to fulfillm
ent in the following
group of poems. In addition, there are some
few poems which seem to
be little more than a lyrical observation
of the world, such as
"Captain April."
Because the characteristics of theme and form in
these poems
and the influences obvious in them are so like
those of many of
Thirty Poems, there is no need to discuss
them at length. Perhaps
the most helpful way to study these twenty-sev
en poems is to take a
representative poem and study it individually
.
In "Calypse's Island," Merton describes the
sensuous
materialism of the world through a figure of
Greek myth, Calypso,
the enchantress who kept Odysseus as love-pris
oner on her island.
Odysseus, however, soon tired of her ardor
and sensuality, and was
finally allowed to leave. This poem, thoug
h somewhat obscure,
deals with Calypso's sensual awakening to an
arriving ship. It
reads as follows:
See with how little motion, now, the noon
wind
Fills the woods' eyes with flirting olea
nders,
While perpendicular sun lets fall
Nickels and dimes on the deep harbor.

25Nerb
er, "A Trappist Canticle," p. 166.
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Fair cries of divers fly in the air
Amid the rigging of the newcome schooner,
And the white ship
Rides like a petal on the purple water
And flings her clangorous anchor in the quiet deeps,
And wrecks the waving waterlights.
Then Queen Calypso
Makes from a dreaming lifetime in her house of wicker,
Sees all at once the shadows on the matting
Coming and going like a leopard;
Hears for the first time the flame-feathered birds
Shout their litany in the savage tree;
And slowly tastes the red red wnund
Of the sweet pomegranate,
And lifts her eyelids like the lids of treasures.
Again, this is a short lyric with no regular rhythm or
rhyme
scheme, although there is some assonance and alliterati
on, as in "cries
of divers fly" and "lifts her eyelids like the lids.
" There is also
some internal rhyme, such as "clangorous anchor" in
the second stanza,
although there is not as much of the self-conscious word
play as in
some of Thirty Poems.
The first stanza rather effectively sets the atmosphere:

an

almost motionless day with the hot sun at its highest point
, filled
with oleander (whose flower is flashy but poisonous)
and the play of
sun on water creating a coin-like effect.

A ship appears, a white

ship riding "like a petal," stopping the flow of coins
.
Apparently the island queen, Calypso, awakes, presumably
because of the ship's arrival, and sees disturbing image
s (shadows
. . like a leopard," "flame-feathered birds . . . in
the savage
tree.") She "slowly tastes" the sensual pomegranate, "And
lifts
her eyelids like the lids of treasures." The last
three lines
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are somewhat ambiguous, and do not seem to provide any kind of
climax.The difficulty of meaning in this poem is due to some extent
to faults which are characteristic of most of these twenty-seven poems.
The most obvious fault, besides obscurity, is a lack of unity. There
is no carrying metaphor, which Merton utilized so effectively in some
of the Thirty Poems.

Although individual images and metaphors are

often effective in themselves, they contribute little to the unity
of the poem; there is evident, again, the problem of the atomic
conceit.

The son raining "nickels and dimes" on the water is a

striking imagistic conceit, but because of its very unusualness,
it calls attention to itself rather than to the whole poem, and
the reader has to strain severely to splice it to the rest of the
poem.

The ship riding "like a petal" is another bit of pleasing

imagery, but it clashes with the "clangorous anchor" and the fact
that the ship "wrecks the waving waterlights."

These can possibly

be reconciled but obviously are not conducive to unity or clarity,
and damage the poem.

Also evident here is the same overuse of the

26Following Nerber's suggestion
(above), this poem could apply
by implication to the world. The stagnant atmosphere, the fall of
"nickels and dimes," the divers after the coins--all suggest a
decadent, sensual materialism, that of the modern world as well as
Greece. Possibly the "newcome schooner," the white ship riding "like
a petal," could imply the coming of Christianity, which has had such
an impact ("clangorous anchor") on the world, and whose philosophy
would destroy materialism ("wreck the waving waterlights.") Queen
Calypso--pre-Christian civilization, the modern world, the modern
individual--is awakened by the knowledge of Christianity, seeing
"the shadows on the matting" and realizing that the house of wicker
will not stand. This analogy, however, seems to falter in the last
three lines. Perhaps the poet is contrasting the sensuality of
Calypso, using the "red wound" to represent this sensuality, with
the "red wound" of Christ.
AIP
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simile as in Thirty Poems ("like
the lids").

petal," "like a leopard," "like

Will Lissner noted in 1948 that Merton had always been

prone to overwork the simile.27
There is not in this poem much evidence of Hopkins' influence,
though some other poems do contain instances of the sharp internal
rhyme and the word compounding which marked Thirty Poems.

The

metaphysical conceit is the most obvious derivative element, and
there is also some surrealism.
The obscurity of meaning and the use of the atomic conceit
and some unreconclable imagery, then, tend to stamp these poems
as inferior, though similar, to those in Thirty Poems.
There is one poem, however, the first "Song," which is
different, and is interesting enough to be mentioned.

Here are

two of the five stanzas:
The bottom of the sea has come
And builded in my noiseless room
The fishes' and the mermaids' home.
Whose it is most, most hell to be
Cut of the heavy-hanging sea
And in the thin, thin changeable air.
Sr. Rosemarie Julie has described it as an exercise in imagistic
surrealism, and says that it is actually a description of the
surrealistic thought process.28

This is reasonable, but does not

fully explain the subtle appeal of the poem.

It is a puzzling item.

27Will Lissner, "Toast of the Avant-Garde: A Trappist
Poet," Catholic World, CLXVI (February, 1948), 430. (Hereinafter
referred to as "Avaet-Garde.")
28Sr. Rosemarie Julie, "Poetic Imagery," p. 189.
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Approximately the last thirty poems of the bock (there are,
of course, some poes which could be viewed as transitional) are very
different.

Except for two poems, all are attempts ultimatellS, to

express the experience of mystical union with God.

29

An attempt to

talk about this mystical experience in tErms of the experience itself
would almost assuredly fail, because of necessity it would be abstract.
Merton therefore approaches it through less abstract things that make
up his monastic life:

the Liturgy and the Bible, nature, the Church

Fathers and Saints, death, and sin and penance. (Sr. M. Joselyn
thinks that the sin and penance theme is especially important in
this volume.)30

Each poem contains these themes to some decree, but

each is controlled by only one of them.

For example, "After the

Night-Office--Gethsemani Abbey" and "Carol" deal with the mystica
experience in terms of nature; "Song for the Blessed Sacrament" and
"The Candlemas Procession" through the liturgy; "The Snare" and "The
Biography" through the theme of sin and penance; and "The Victory,"
through death.

One poem, "The Dark Encounter," tries to talk

directly about the mystical experience, but is mostly a failure.

In

addition, the poems "Ode to the Present Century" and "La Salette" are
warnings to what he obviously considers a despicable world of which
he is no longer a part.

These poems foreshadow his 1947 Figures for

an Apocalypse.
29Lissner
calls these poems a "tempting portrayal of the
sweet content of eternal life to which the contemplative aspires"
("Avant Garde," p. 4:2).
30Sr. M.
Joselyn, "Thomas Merton:
America, LXXXIII (July 22, 1950), 421.

Poet of Contemplation,"
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These poems have a virtue of form that most of Merton's
preceding poeids did not have, a virtue that John Nerber identifies
.31
as "simplicity and direct communication.

There is little of the

twisted syntactical structure, involved rhythms, or distorted
imagery of some previous work.

The tone is rather informal, though

deeply sincere and sometimes impassioned.

The lines are generally

longer; the poems themselves, in fact, are very much longer.
Sentences are grammatical and usually clear, with proper punctuation.
The rhythms are quiet and easy, like the best of Thirty Poems,
although there are no regular rhythm and rhyme patterns.32

There

are not many occasions of strained alliteration, rhyme, or contrived
word play, although Hopkins' influence is still very much present.
Merton uses some parallesism effectively in these poems also.
Use of the extended metaphor as the basis for the poem is
still evident in some degree here.

The metaphors and images are

generally less indebted to the metaphysical conceit, however; they
are less startling and more appropriate, often managing to retain
some of the power of his earlier conceits.

For example, in "The

Victory," death is presented as analogous to a seed bursting through
its skin.

Merton retains his distinctly modern idiom, however; the

last two lines of the above poem are "Sets free the song cf everlasting glory/

Than now sleeps, in your paper flesh, like dynamite."

Perhaps most of his debt has shifted from some of the lesser
11
'Herber, "A Trappist Canticle," pp. 167-68.
32Strahan observes that there are a few prosy lines but does
not see them as seriously damaging. (Strahan, "Thomas Merton, Poet,"
p. 234).
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metaphysical poets to some of the greater ones.

Nevertheless, there

is still, as Strahan notes, an occasional "cute" image,33 and the
atomic conceit is also still evAent--for example, "knots of flesh"
The Dark Encounter"), and "mills of teeth" ("The Victory").
He has retained his frequently used similes, but at least on
one occasion uses them effectively as part of a parallel structure:
In the poem "How Long We Wait," the line "How long we wait," followed
by a simile, occurs several times.

Merton continues to use

surrealistic imagery, and also introduces into his poetry the use
of paradox, particularly helpful in talking about mystical contemplation
with God.

He says in "The Peril," "And I'll become as strong as wax,

as weak as diamonds."
Hopkins' influence is obvious in many of the poems, espec:ally
"Clairvaux," of which these lines are typical:
heaven-harbor/

"Hidden in this

Wood-cradle valley, narrow and away from men." Also,

as always, the metaphysical poets are here, as in this passage from
"The Biography":

"Although my life is written on Christ's body like

a map," and the instances of the conceit already discussed.

Eliot's

influence is evident, especially in the imagery of the two poems about
the world.

In addition, especially in "The Candlemas Procession" and

"The Word--A Responsory," Merton was influenced by liturgical chants.
The Gregorian chant is very powerful and moving, and it is unlikely
that a man constantly exposed to it could get the rhythms, strength
and simplicity out of his head.

Merton noted in Seven Storey Mountain

33
Strahan, "Thomas Merton, Poet," p. 234.

40

that he often wrote poetry after prayers when he was "saturated in
peace and the richness of the liturgy. 34
These last thirty poems are not, of course, without fault.
For one thing, they are all very similar, and many of them altogether
too long.

"A Whitsun Canticle," for example, has nine long stanzas

which are very repetitive.

One of his long pcers, "The Trappist

Cemetery--Gethsemani," is more effective, because it has a very
strong and particularly rich focal point--a cemetery.

Even it,

however, could profitably be pared.
A poem which illustrates the new-found simplicity of these
poems without having the burdensome length is "The Snare," which
John Nerber says is Merton at his best.35

It is given belcw:

Once when, like birds, we feared the hunter's gun
Yet saw no enemy anywhere,
Lord, was our neck not in the hunter's snare?
How can we count the tines we nearly died
By trickery, in the peaceful trees?
We played in places made for our destruction,
Flew in and out the little windows set, we thought,
To be our special, safe resort.
We planned our fortunes in an open trap.
Led by our recklessness into the nets,
Taking the bait, and slipping through the strings,
Who saved us, in the places that we thought were safe?
Oh, though you'll seem to lose all sight of hiding thongs,
Poor blindness rest, and weakness smile:
For while, yourselves, you'd never find them,
Fold up your fear of them in heavenly Communion:
Then we'll be free of all the knots that try to tie Us.
The sliding loop, the flying spring catch us no more than air.
We shall have died to them before they ever thought of us,
So fast our feet, now clumsy, and most full of clay,
Become when Jesus' grace has made them heavenly.
34Merton,
The Seven Storty_ Mountain, p. 389.
35Nerber, "A
Trappist Canticle," p. 168.
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The poem needs little explication.

Note the controlling

metaphor, the simplicity, the ease of expression, and, significan
tly,
the indirect approach to communion with God.

The last two stanzas

do, however, give some small idea of the repetitive
, excessive
nature of these poems, faults which appear to a
far greater degree
in some of the other poems than in "The Snare."
Another poem illustrative of the best of A Man in the Divided
Sea is "Trappists, Working, which follows:
Now all our saws sing holy sonnets in this world of timbe
r
Where oaks go off like guns, and fall like cataracts,
Pouring their roar into the wood's green well.
Walk to us, Jesus, through the wall of trees,
And find us still adorers in these airy churches
Singing our other Office with our saws and axes.
Still teach Your children in the busy forest,
And let some little sunlight reach us, in our mental shade
s,
and leafy studies.
When time has turned the country white with grain
And filled our regions with the thrashing sun,
Walk to us, Jesus, through the walls of wheat
When our two tractors come to cut them down:
Sow some light winds upon the acres of our spirit,
And cool the regions where our prayers are reapers,
And slake us, Heaven, with your living rivers.
This religious lyric gives a description of external event
s
in the life of a monk, and also some descriptio
n of his interior life.
That is, the "forest" and the "thrashing sun' also refer
retaphorically
to states of mind, or perhaps states of the soul. The metap
hor, however,
is not insisted upon, and the poem is better for it.
It is essentially
an approach to God and contemplation through nature, and
it iS
essentially simple.

The poet is asking God lyrically and s:,ncerely

to receive his work as prayer.
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The rhythm is a fairly consistent iamb, though line length
varies, and there is no consistent rhyme.

Alliteration is used

effectively; the "saws sing holy sonnets" in the first line gives
an effect of the actual s7und of saws, and "walls of wheat" in the
At

third stanza hints at the continuous sameness of a wheatfield.

no time does alliteration self-consciously interefere with the poem,
as it sometimes does in Merton's poetry.

words might be cited:

One instance of play-on-

In the thrashing sun, "thrashing" refers to

the time of year for thrashing of the grain (like the "harvest"
moon),

"thrnshino" is also nn appropriate term to describe the

fury of summer sun in Kentucky. Thus Merton has one word doing
two jobs, and doing them well.
There is little evidence here of the affected conceit that
is Merton's particular problem, although there is some lively imagery
in the second line.

These images give an idea of the tremendous

noise of the falling trees, and the following gradual ensuance of
silence--"Pouring their roar into the wood's green well."

Merton

frequently emphasizes sound in his poetry, as both Mark Van Doren
and Sr. Mary Therese have observed.36
The poem also gives some idea of how completely the monks'
life is saturated with the presence of God--trees are "airy churches,"
the work of saws and axes is an "other Office," and the forest

is

still a place to learn about God.
The third stanza describes another kind of work, that of
thrashing wheat.

Its sun imagery and metaphor contrast with the

36Sr. Mary Therese, "Out of Gethsemani," Renascence, XY
(Fall, 1962), 46; Van Doren, "Introduction," p. AV.
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forest imagery and metaphor of the precedin
g stanza, in a dark -light
pattern. In the second stanza, the poet asks
Jesus to bring sunlight
to the monks' work in the forest (and on
another level to their times
of clouding of the sirit); and in the thir
d stanza he asks Jesus to
temper the intense sunlight of harvest
time (and on a different level,
to make the presence of God in the soul bear
able by "some light winds"
and "living rivers").37
Thus this poem represents some of the best qual
ities of A
Man in the Divided Sea: a lyrical sincerit
y, appropriate (if
irregular) rhythm, some unostentatious alli
teration, and effective
imagery and metaphor. The lack of self-con
sciousness of any of the
poetic devices used in the poem is notewort
hy because it is unusual.
This type of poem, Will Lissner thinks, is part
of Merton's
finest verse. He says of it, "If Mr. Mert
on had given us nothing
more than the pictures of Trappist life in
several of his poems, he
would still have made sublime use of his tale
nts."38
Critics reviewed A Man in the Divided Sea in
much the same
spirit as Thirty Poems. Amos Wilder, in his
Modern Poetry and the
Christian Tradition, was careful to poin
t out that Merton was
strictly a poet of contemplation, who did
not "draw on the arts
and treasures of the centuries" or the "glories
of men" but only on
his won religious experience. This necessar
ily limited his poetry
37
Perhaps the second reading is forcing the meta
phor
somewhat, but there does seem to be some
subtle higher level
of meaning in the poem which intensifies its
literal meaning.
38Lissner, "Avant-Garde," p. 430.
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in scope.39

Within this scope, John Nerber called A Man in the

Divided Sea "Brilliant and provocative," but added
that he expected
that Merton's most important work was yet to come.
4° Will Lissner,
speaking of Merton's popularity with the avant
-garde, said much the
same thing: "He is
poet of striking power, haunting beauty, and
extraordinary promise," but cautioned against
"confusing promise
41
with performance."
Figures for an Apocalypse
The next year after the publication of A Man in
the Divided
Sea, 1947, Merton published ninety-two pages of
poetry entitled
Figures for an Apocalypse, which was also the
title of the sixteenpage poem that began the work. Although this
volume won a citation
award from the Catholic Press Association as "the
most distinguished
volume of verse published in English by a Catho
lic poet" for that
42
year,
most reviewers were highly critical of it.43 Gerva
se Toelle
(a Carmelite priest) echoes the general feeling of
critics when he
30
-Amos Wilder, Modern Poetry and the Christian Tradi
tion
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 19527,
— M. 141. (Hereinafter
referred to as Modern Poetry.)
110Nerber, "A Trappist Canticle," p. 168.
41 Lissn
er, "Avant-Garde," p. 425.
42
New York Times, May 22, 1948, p. 13.
43
An exception to this opinion was that of Howard Griff
in,
who wrote a short but favorable review based prima
rily on the
contemplation poems, in "Exciting Low Voices," Satur
day Review of
Literature, XXXI (July 10, 1948), 21-22. In addit
ion, Amos Wilder,
though making no comilent about its artistic value
, called the book
"original" (Modern Poetry, p. 142).
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says that the award was made "presumably on some other basis than the
44
merits of his third volume."
As the title would suggest, many of the poems are thematically
con erned with a description and rejection of the evil world and with
warning everyone that he had better reject it too.
in the volume can be divided into two groups:

Actually the poems

those poems concerned

with condemnation and rejection of the city, and those concerned with
the poet's contemplative life. There are some few poems in the book
which deal with both themes.

The first group presents the city (or

society) as ultimately evil, in images which Harvey Breit in Poetry
called "vague and stereotyped."45

The poems dealing with both themes

are often almost insufferably self-righteous, as in "Three Post-Cards
from the Monastery II," when the poet says:

k4
,•

1

-!
k
'- 1

We have refused the reward
We have abandoned the man-hunt.
But when the contest is over.
We shall inherit the world.46
This group, too, contains the same vague and stereotyped images of
the city, called by Breit the "cliche of a city" rather than the
city itself.47 The city poems, even the ones which also deal with

1

the contemplative life, lack the sincerity and clarity which mark
much of his earlier work.

The contemplation poems are much like the

44Toelle, "Merton and the Critics," p. 144.
45Harvey Breit, "Wanted: A Hell," Review of Figures for an
Apocalypse, Poetry, LXXIII (October, 1948), 48.
id the
11 Perhaps this is part of what Toelle meant when he
volurie contained "too much poeticizing of self in place of
universalizing of experience" (Toelle, "Merton and the Critics,"
p. 144).
47Breit, "Wanted:

A Hell," p. 48.
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contemplation poems in A Man in the Divided Sea in theme and tone,
although they too contain what Toelle called a "technical regression."48
There are no innovations in form in this volume; the same
things are done, but not as well.

The lines are still long, still

have very loosely controlled rhythms (Toelle speaks of his
"increasing shoddiness of rhvthm"),49 and they still have the same
occasional occurrences of alliteration and rhyme.

Some of the word-

play is too contrived, as in "lamb-light" and "We can refuse your tin,"
but this is not a frequent problem.
It is in the figures, however, that Merton loses his power,
especially in the city poems, in this volume.

There are actually

fewer symbols, metaphors, and images, and those are less trJe.

Too

often he writes lines like "Minds cannot understand, nor systems
imitate/ The scope of such simplicity" ("Freedom as Experience"),
or "Why are we all afraid of love?" ("The Transformation").

We do

not see enough of lines like "Certain waters are as blue as metal/
Or as salt as sorrow" ("On the Anniversary of My Baptism"). There
is in these poems, as Toelle again has noted, "a movement away from
poetry and toward rhetoric."50
The images which Merton's city poems are made up of are
much less imaginative and effective than anything in the two previous
volumes.

An examination of one such poem will illustrate some of

the faults of these poems.

Most of the poems, for one thing, are

48Toelle, "Mcrton and the Critics," p. 144.
49Ibid.
4

.•

5°Ibid.
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too long. ("Figures for an Apocalypse," the most strident of the
poems, occupies sixteen pages.) One of the shorter ones is "A Letter
to America," which is given here in its entirety.
America, when you were born, and when the plains
Spelled out their miles of praises in the sun
What glory ano ,Nnat history
The rivers seemed to prepare.
We hear them, now, in the Kentucky summer,
While all the locusts drown our forests in their iron prayer:
And we dream of you, beloved, sleeping in your leafy bosom.
How long are we to wake
With eyes that turn to wells of blood
Seeing the hell that gets you from us
With his treacherous embrace!
The bands that raced our flesh
With smiles as raw as scars,
Can kill you, Kansas, with their high-powered thirst.
Have you not heard the vast Missouri sing
To drown them with those billion gallon silences?
But when the day is quieter
Than your primeval cradle
All our green woods fill, once again, with wishful lies:
Maybe the cities, (sina the birds, our travellers)
Maybe the cities have begun to heal,
And stanched their smok'y hemorrhage:
Maybe they have begun to mend their cauteries,
Parsing the muteness of so many dead.
Down where the movies grit
Their white electric teeth,
Maybe the glorious children have rebelled
And rinsed their mental slums
In the clean drench of an incalculable grief.
Maybe their penitence has torn the phony sunset
To view their devil dressed in laudanum,
And scotched his crazy spectre,
And learned the liberty of the unfathomable stars,
Within the doors of their confessionals,
Their new, more lasting Lexingtonsl
But oh! the flowering cancers of that love
That eats your earth with roots of steel!
No few fast hours can drain your flesh
Of all those seas of candied poison,
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Until our long Gregorian cry
Bows down the stars' Samaritan
To rue the pity of so cruel a murder.
Richard Kelly notes that Merton in Figures for an Apocalypse
is so busy "screamilc like a prophet" that he fails to "give .Lhe
reader any sense of balance."51

Along this same line, Breit says

that "Mr. Merton's notion of the city is too totally anti-Christ,
52
Both these arguments are
too melodramatic, too rudimentary."
vindicated by an examination of the poem.

Although it ostensibly

is a letter to America, this device is obviously an excuse to allow
the poet to present one more catalogue of the evils of the city.
Probably the most immediately obvious thing about the poem
is the unevenness of line--some are long and sprawling, while others
are much shorter, following no discernible pattern at all.

Altho_gh

some unevenness of line has always characterized Merton's poetry,
the problem is intensified in Figures for an Apocalypse.

There is no

pattern of rhythm evident,, either; and moreover, there are actually
lapses into prose rhythm, notably in the last two lines of the third
Kelly made an interesting point in regard to this weakness

stanza.
of form:

And it is in the poems of this nature [city poems]
where Merton's form is weakest also: lines sprawl
out with little sense of music or compact thought;
and to claim that this induces a sense of the disorder of the lives he is writing about would seem
like an unjustified rationalization. Eliot's
Waste Land has a most precise form to it; for how
51 .
Richard Kelly, "Thomas Merton and Poetic Vitality,"
Renascence, XII (Spring, 1960), 142.
52Breit, "Wanted:
4

A Hell," p. 47.
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can chaos be pointed up in a poem unless the poem
first presents a form from which to deviate
oecas1onelly.53
The structure of the poem is just as weak.

Starting out

as a leer to and about America, it srnn degenerates into a really
painful string of city cliches and images, and ends with the warning
that only the "Gregorian cry" of the contemplative can save America
from "the flowering cancers" of her cities.54 Toelle notes that
such loose construction is a basic problem of Figures for an
55
Apocalypse.
Nor is there a carrying figure to unity the poem.

Many of

the images, or conceits, in this poem are related to disease and
death, and all of them are ugly.
and it is not enough.
unbelievable.

That is the only basis for unity,

In addition, much of it is ludicrous and

For example, "eyes that turn to wells of blood"

cannot move the reader; it is too exaggerated and too extreme.

The

vagueness that Breit mentioned can be seen in the fifth stanza with
"your primeval cradle," and 'And stanched their smoky hemorrhage."
There is nothing concrete that the reader can attach to these images.
The excessive violence of the imagery is damaging, too.

So many

violent images strewn through the poem from beginning to end may shock
the reader at first, but he will soon become immune to such excess.
51Kelly, "Thomas Merton and Poetic Vitality," p. 142.
54James A. Thielen remarked that all these poems "sound forth
but one cry: the call to man to leave the ways of the world and to
enter into the One Peality through the doorway of conte7plation."
Perhaps this is what Merton is advocating here, although it is hot too
clear. See Thielen's "Thomas Merton, Poet of the Conte-.1plative Life,"
Catholic World, CLXIX (May, 1949), 49.
55Toelle, "Merton and the Critics," p. 144.
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Admittedly, this poem is one of the worst in the book, but
its characteristics are present in varying degrees in the other city
poems.
The conte -,lative poems contain some better work, although
they too have a tendency toward rhetoric.

"The Sowing of Meanings,"

which seems to have borrowed from Hopkins' "The Windhover," is an
effective poem with a strong extended metaphor (the sowing of seeds
in the ground is like God's putting meaning in objects in that the
potential is there, and man must provide the proper conditions), and
lively but appropriate imagery. "Evening:

Zero Weather" is also

good; it is a typical example of Merton's approaching contemplation
through nature.

Since these poems are so much like the poems in A

Man in the Divided Sea in form and content, they do not require
detailed study here.
Richard Kelly says that this volume of poetry was deeply
influenced by the Spanish poet Garcia-Lorca's A Poet in New York,
which exhibits the same "superficial version of a decadent city..56
The other influences are still present; this theme makes the Eliot
influence more obvious.

Kelly goes so far as to say that Merton

57
paraphrased Eliot.
"Paraphrased," however, seems too strong a
word.

There is no doubt that these poems were influenced by Eliot;

and that much of the imagery is derivative of his poetry, but there
is no evidence of "paraphrasing."

56Kelly, "Thomas Merton and Poetic Vitality," p. 140.
57Ibid., p. 141.

51

There are still occasional echoes of Hopkins, mostly in word
compounds.

The metaphysical conceit is still frequently used, and the

surrealism is even more pronounced than before.
It is not surprising that the critics had very little good to
say of the volume.

Most, like Harvey Breit, were c .reful to point out

that Merton's "exciting" talent was still in evidence, but that it was
eclipsed in this volume by the excesses of its faults.58 Merton himself wrote of it in his journal, "I am disgusted with it."59

And

Gervase belle, who had also reviewed Thirty Poems and A Man in the
Divided Sea, said that it was "definitely a disappointment from a
literary etandpoint.„60
Tears of the Blind Lions
In 1949, Merton published a small volume of seventeen poems,
entitled The Tears of the Blind Lions, a title suggested by a quotation
from the French poet Leon Bley:

"When those who love God try to talk

about Him, their words are'blind lions looking for springs in the
61
desert.”
These seventeen ocems are so representative of Merton's
work to that point that they serve as a sort of summary of the
characteristics of Merton's early poetry.

Fittingly, this was the

last volume of poetry Merton would publish until 1957.
The themes are those exhibited especially in Merton's last
two volumes:

the joys of contemplation and warnings to the world.

58Breit, "Wanted:

A Hell," p. 48.

59!.lerton, The Sign of Jonas, p. 72.
"Toelle, "Merton and the Critics," p. 144.
61 Merton, The Tears of the Blind Lions, p. 2.
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Each theme, however, has tempered the other in this volume; there is
not evident the excessive repetition of the contemplati-e themes that
marked A Man In the Divided Sea, nor do the "apocalyptic" poems
suffer as much from the excesses of insincere imagery and prosaic
rhetoric as in Figures for an Apocalypse.

That is not to say that

these elements are not present, but they are not as prominent.
There is also in this volume a poem in French, "Je crois en
l'Amour."

The poem when translated into English does not seem

particularly significant, nor is the reason for rendering it in
French apparent.

Merton was quite at home in French, however, and

loved his years in the deeply Catholic and monastic atmosphere of
the South of France; perhaps there is some connection for him
between France and contemplation.
The contemplative themes are carried forth in the usual
way, through nature ("Song" and "On A Day in August,") the liturgy
and monastic practices ("The Reader," "A Psalm,") Church Fathers
and saints ("Saint Malachy," "The Quickening of St. John the Baptist.")
"The Quickening of St. John the Baptist" likens the contemplative to
the unborn John "sealed in the darkness waiting to be born," who
knows that soon he will be born into the Light.

Although the poem

could perhaps be shortened, and sometimes the comparison is a little
obvious, the metaphor is effective.
Another contemplation poem, the first "Song," uses water
symbolism to convey the mystical experience, a device which Sr. M.
62
Joselyn noticed in some of the poems in Figures for an Apocalypse.
62
Sr. M. Joselyn, "Thomas Merton:
p. 422.

Poet of Contemplation,"
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Merton also uses "houses" to refer to people in this poem.

Thus he

can say "When rain, (sings light) rain has devoured my house," and
mean "When I have lost myself in union with God."

Both symbols are

carried through with little or no esoteric imagery, giving the poem
71'

a wholeness and strength which is fortified by the occurrence of the
same two lines at the beginning and end.

"St. Malachy" gives some

idea of how the monks' perception is affected by the liturgy.

The

presence of St. Malachy (the saint of the day) is felt throughout
the day; because it is his day, it takes on his personality for the
monks.
In the poems dealing with rejection of the evil world, Merton
displays more imagination in handling this theme than he did
previously.63

In "Christopher Columbus," for example, Merton des.exibes

America's loss of innocence and her unfulfilled potential for good,
using as a vehicle for this view Columbus' discovery and its aftermath.

The poem is long and obscure, and there are some ludicrous

passages, but at least there is more to it than just a catalogue of
cliches describing the evils of the city, which marked many poems in
the last volume.
Merton generally condemns the "city" in his early poetry, using
it as a symbol for all the evil in society.

When critics talk about

this there in his poetry, then, "city," "society," and "world" are all
64
interchangeable.

In "The City After Noon," Merton calls the city

63Still
these poems are inferior to the conter.plation poems,
as Kelly notes (Kelly, "Thomas Merton and Poetic Vitality," p. 141.
64
Thi is s explained clearly in terms of rerton's prose in
Professor Baker's study (Baker, "Thomas Merton," p. 113).
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"the wild confinement" and asks repeatedly "What if the wild
confinement were empty?"

This poem, although somewhat self-conscious

in form, is superior to the earlier poems in treating the city theme
with more restraint and discipline.

In all these poems, however,

Merton, as in Figures for an Apocalypse, saw the matter in black and
white:

the city is totally bad, he says, and since there is no

salvation for it, you had better flee while you can.

He often adds,

"like I have done." "Senescente Mundo," for example, says very
plainly that to be saved, the world must find God in contemplatn as
the poet has done.
In form, these poems are like those which preceded them.
Most have the same laxity of rhythmic control and the same loose
long lines that characterized the contemplative poems in precedin
volumes.

However the "city" poems in this volume have a "felicity

of phrasing," as John Nerber described it,65 which was not true
of Figures for an Apocalypse.

There are also at least two poems,

"A Responsory, 1948" and "The Reader," which have a little more
discipline of line, calling to mind some of the best pre-Gethsemani
66
poems.
Conspicuous by its absence is the pseudo-sprung rhythm
65Nerber,
"A Trappist Canticle," p. 166.
66fl
A Responsory, 1948" is a treatment of the contemplative
theme, notable chiefly for its form--simple rhythm and a repetition
of the refrain:
"Suppose the dead could crown their wit
With some interperate exercise
Spring wine from their ivory
Or roses from their eyes."
Carol Johnson, in "The Vision and the Poem," Poetry, XCVI (SeptemLer,
1960), 370, has suggested that the poem shows Blakean influence. It
is a good example of the general theme of the lost world.
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technique which has occurred to some extent in the three other volumes.
Perhaps Merton wisely decided not to intrude so much on the territory
of Hopkins.

There are some alliterative passages and a few half-

hearted rhymes, and in only one poem, "Hymn for the Feast of nuns
Scotus," is there evidence of the play on words that plagues much of
Merton's poetry.
He does not use the extended metaphor as the basis for the
poem as frequently as in the past; but he does use it effectively at
times, as in "The Quickening of St. John the Baptist.' He is still
sometimes plagued by the startling conceit that undermines the unity
of the poem.

Arthur Mizener complains that many of the objects in

these poems often have "either no meaning or an absurd meaning..67
These poems, however, are troubled less with the absurd conceit than
his previous poetry.

Related to these conceits is the surrealism,

still evident in Tears of the Blind Lions.

Richard Kelly praises the

effective use of surrealism in some of the passages, especially in the
"Poems/ boiling up out of the cold forest" in the first "Song," but
he allows that some of the surrealism in Merton's apocalyptic poetry
is "fantastic and adolescent."68 And Merton's overuse of the simile
continues to be apparent.69
Although most of the influences evident in the preceding
volumes are present in this one, they are subdued and integrated
671rthur
Mizener, Review of Tears of the Blind Lions, Poetry
LXXVI (July, 1950), 226.
68
Kelly, "Thomas Merton and Poetic Vitality," p. 141.
69
Examples from "Christopher Columbus' are "Birds fly like
language," "eyes are tight as ice," and "rivers are as still as liquor."
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more carefully into the poems.

Hopkins, the Metaphysicals, Eliot--

their influences appear, but this is definitely Merto
n's poetry, as
70
Kelly notes.
Just as Merton uses liturgical subjects in his poems,
he uses liturgical rhythms and patterns also.

Sr. Rosemarie Julie sees

the influence of St. John of the Cross' poem
about the Trinity in
Merton's "Hymn to Duns Scotus..71 (This is the poem
Toelle calls
"mere verbal gymnastics.")72
Most of these generalities can be il1 strated by
a close look
at one of the better poems in the volume. "A Psalm
."
When psalms surprise me with their music
And antiphons turn to rum
The Spirit sings: the bottom drops out of my soul
And from the center of my cellar, Love, louder than
thunder
Opens a heaven of naked air.
New eyes awaken.
I send Love's name into the world with wings
And songs grow up around me like a jungle.
Choirs of all creatures sing the tunes
Your spirit played in Eden.
Zebras and antelopes and birds of paradise
Shine on the face of tie abyss
And I am drunk with the great wilderness
Of the sixth day in Genesis.
But sound is never half so fair
As when that music turns to air
And the universe dies of excellence.
Sun, moon, and stars
Fall from their heavenly towers
Joys walk no longer down the blue world's shore
.
Though fires loiter, lights still fly on the air
of the gulf,
All fear another wind, another thunder:
Then one 7ore voice
Snuffs all their flares in one gust.
7°Kelly,
"Thomas Merton and Poetic Vitality,"
P- 141.
71
Sr. Rosemarie Julie, "Poetic Imagery," p. 197.
7,
- rvase
-ue
belle, "Merton's Most Recent Poems," Spirit, XVI
(January, 1950), 196.
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And I go forth with no more wine and no more stars
And no more buds and no more Eden
And no more animals and no more sea:
While God sings by Himself in acres of night
And walls fall down, that guarded paradise.
This religious lyric is essentially a journey into contemplation, by way of the singing of psalms.

It is typical of Merton's

free verse technique, with occasional alliteration--"world with
73
wings"--and traces of rhyme.
The unifying theme in the poem is music:
absence of music, human and divine music.

the presence and

The music of the psalms

-Nrst surprises and then dazes ("and antiphons turn to rum") the
poet.

This metaphor has some of the flavor of the atomic conceit.

Presumably Merton meant that the antiphon had the effect of making
him drunk, but rum is just too earthy and jovial to fit there; t12
reader carries "rum" rather than "music" with him to the next line.
The next line, "The bottom drops out of my soul," is much better-simple and clear and dramatic.

The music opens new depths of

experience--and new heights--with the "open heaven of naked air."
The psalm evidently concerns creation, and the music gives the poet
"new eyes" with which to see the wonders.

As he names the creatures

with Love--just as God created them with Love--the creatures themselves exist beside him, and sing with him, "on the face of the
73
Toelle says of Merton's rhythm patterns, "One looks in vain
for a highly artificial phonetic pattern from Merton. His emotion is
neither artfully enough controlled nor is his semantic structure
complex enough to warrant a tight prosodic pattern . . . What he
achieves in the end is an effect of freer organization and less
intensity, to Le sure, but . . . also an emotional rush in a direct
line, a pilino up of sound and sense, that is an excellent vehicle
for communicating the urgency of his experience" (Toelle, "Merton
and the Critics," p. 143).
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abyss, which is God.

The presence of the zebra seems, like the rum,

too startling, and tends to interfere.

But again, the poem is in

part saved by the exquisite three-line stanza which follows.

The

simple rhythm and the end rhyme make the profound but paradoxical
statement more delicately powerful.

The music is so excellent that

in comprehending it, the poet comprehends something of the excellence
of God, and when the music "turns to air," the poet finds that he is
comprehending Divinity--but not entirely.
74
one of Merton's best passages.

Mark Van Doren thinks this

Though "sun, moon, and stars" have

fallen, there are still some "loitering fires"--some awareness of
self--and the poet can only wait for the one more voice, that of God,
to eliminate the fires. "Snuffs all their flares in one gust" is an
unhappy combination of words, but the poem is so strong at this point
that it is not severely damaged.
The last stanza is a systematic list of the things that are
"no more."

The parallelism effectively emphasizes the poet's
Now there is only God, "in acres of

elimination of the world.

night," and the walls of Paradise "fall down." The poem is powerful,
without crippling fault, and shows that Merton at his best can
produce poetry of quality.
Gervase Toelle said of the poetry in Tears of the Blind Lions
that its excellence "is a result of depth, not breadth."

He was

aware, however, of the volume's deficiencies, and called it
"definitely mannered."75

Amos Wilder, too, said that Merton's poetry

74
Van Doren, "Introduction," p. xlv.
75
Toelle, "Merton's Most Recent Poems," p. 195.
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to this point was not "devotional poetry of the first rank."76
77
Richard Kelly saw Tears of the Blind Lions as Merton's best work,
and that estimation seems quite valid.

It is, above all, more

disciplined, less excessive in any direction.

And, as Will Lissner

noted in 1948 (before this volume was published), discipline and
78
deliberation would greatly improve Merton's poetry.
Conclusion
The Tears of the Blind Lions was the last volume of poetry
Merton published until 1957.

These four volumes, then, Thirty Poems,

A Man in the Divided Sea, Figures for an Apocalypse, and The Tears of
A

the Blind Lions, make up the canon of Merton's early poetry.

summarization of the major characteristics of this early poetry seems
appropriate.
The themes in these books, with the exception of some of the
pre-Gethsemani poems, can be grouped into two large categories:
contemplation and the rejection of the world.

The contemplative

themes are usually handled through nature, sin and penance, the
liturgy and the Bible, saints and Church Fathers, and death.
these deeply sincere religious poems Merton is at his best.

In
The

city poems are usually collections of stereotyped criticisms of
the city, though some are handled more effectively.

The world is

rejected completely, an..1 Merton often urges that the city-dwellers
reject it also--that their only salvation lies in such a rejection.
Wilder, Modern Poetry, p. 141.
77Kelly, "Thomas Merton and Poetic Vitality," p. 141.
78Lissner, "Avant-Garde," p. 430.
4P
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There is also a tone of self-righteousness about many of the poems,
and a lack of artistic sincerity.

The pre-Gethsemani themes include

Greek mythology, nature, rejection of the world, and some religious
meditations.
Merton's poems are mostly religious lyrics, though there are
some elegies and some irregular odes.

He uses free verse with rare

exceptions, and the lines tend to be long with easy, pleasing--but
undisciplined--rhythms.
excessively long.

Many of the poems tend to be, in face,

Some of his poems, especially the pre-Gethsemani

ones, have shorter lines, but are often twisted and complex in
rhythm and syntactical patterns.

All of this poetry is written in

more or less grammatical sentences with traditional punctuation.
There is very little rhyme, but frequent alliteration, and often .a
damaging use of self-conscious word play.

The tone of the early

poetry is usually sincere and serious, though often informal and even
conversational.
Many of his best poems are based on an extended metaphor
around which he groups other related images and metaphors.

He also

uses symbols frequently; water, for example, often signifies
contemplative union with God.

He is also fond of using light-sound

words interchangeably.
Merton's poetry exhibits a definitely modern idiom, which
is sometimes effective, sometimes incongruous. His use of the
conceit is a particular problem; again, it is sometimes effective
because of its freshness and liveliness.

However, more often the

conceit is damaging to the poem because, though good in itself, it
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is inappropriate to the poem, thus undermining its unity.

This atomic

conceit is perhaps the greatest single fault of Merton's early poetry.
Another fault is overuse of the simile, and lack of precision in its
handling.

There is also evident an increasing use of paradox to

talk about mystical contemplation in the poems, and an increasingly
effective use of parallelism.
The greatest influences on Merton's early poetry are Hopkins,
Eliot, and the metaphysical poets.

Also, William Blake exerted a

force not as obvious but just as basic.

There was some inpact

evident from surrealism, liturgical chants, the Spanish poet GarciaLorca, and the Spanish mystic St. John of the Cross.
Susan Campbell's study of Merton's early poetry in relation to
his poetic theory concluded that Merton's poetry was unsatisfactc:y
because the form of the poems, often too derivative, did not fit the
subject matter.

This was due, she felt, to his adherence to what she

called the "synthetic professes" of the Eliot-tradition. This tradition
requires, she said, "that a poet be representative of his age, that he
display an historical sense of poetry by imitating the poets of the
past who most resemble the present, and that he consider poetry
primarily a matter of the emotions?
" What she objected to, in other
words, was the modernity of Merton's poetry, which she felt was not
appropriate to contemplative poetry.

Her judgment of Merton's poetry

as too derivative is of course supportable; her objection, -however,
was not that it was derivative, but that it was derivative of that
poetry which is considered "modern."
79Campbel1, "The Poetry of Thomas Merton," p. 963.
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This is not necessarily a valid objection.

There seems to me

to be no reason that good contemplative poetry could not be written in
modern form.
in theme.

In addition, not all of Merton's poetry was contemplative

The poems he wrote about cities could hardly have been

written in any other than modern form.

That is not to say that all

his poems are satisfactory (many of them are not) but that their
faults do not all lie in their modernity, as Miss Campbell has
suggested.
Most other critical opinion of Merton's early poetry notes
that although it has great weaknesses, it alsp has great strengths,
and nearly all critics speak of its great potential.

CHAPTER III
The Later Poetry
The Strange Islands
It has been noted that Merton actually renounced the writing
of poetry in 1949, after the publication of The Tears of the Blind
Lions.

Although he did continue to write some poetry after this,

and even published an occasional poem, his output greatly decreased,
and he did not publish another collection until 1957.
During these years, and on up until 1960, forces were at
work which were to make great changes in Merton's attitude towaro
himself and toward the world.

Perhaps the strongest force was the

liberalization occurring within Merton's monastic order.

Before

this time, the Trappist monks were completely isolated from the
outside world, not even learning of the atomic bomb until a year
after it had been used at Hiroshima.

The hardships of the monks'

lives were severe, and their time was constantly occupied with
work and worship.

With the liberalization, however, the living

conditions became much better, and the monks were allowed information
about contemporary affairs in the outside world.

Visitors were

more frequent, correspondence was more freely allowed, and the
monks were civen a much greater degree of intellectual freedom.

-JP
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All these things combined to turn Merton's gaze less in upon himself
1
and more out upon all the things happening in the world.
In addition, Merton's taking out of American citizenship ir
June of 1951 had a great effect on his life.

For the first time Merton

felt that he belonged to something other than Gethsemani.

He was him-

self a citizen of the United States, and by extension, a responsible
member of the human race.

He wrote in his journal in 1951, "My first

duty is to start, for the first time, to live as a member of the human
race which is no more (and no less) ridiculous than I an myse1f."2
And, even more to the point, he wrote, "I can do nothing whatever for
my own salvation or for the glory of God if I merely withdraw from the
mess people are in and make an exhibition of myself and write a big
book saying 'Look! I am different!'"3 Thus, throughout the decade of
the fifties, Merton's ideas and attitudes were developing along these
lines.

It can be assumed that his spiritual life was developing as

well.
There is not much of either kind of change evident, however, in
Merton's next volume of poetry, The Strange Islands.

The book contains

twenty-one poems and a play (which will not be dealt with here).

Of

the poems, approximately half (fewer than half in number but at least
half in length) deal with social themes.

1

The critics unanimously

fuLer, "Thomas Merton," p. 69.
2
Merton, The _s_iaa of Jonas, p. 323.
3
Ibid., p. 322.
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cried Eliot, and condemned these poems as Merton's most unsuccessful
work to that time.4
The truth is that they are almost identical with the worst of
the city passages in Figures for an Apocalypse.

If there is a new

tolerance or social conscience, it is well hidden; the poems for the
most part handle the same themes in the same way.
There are some poems in The Strange Islands, however, which
show a degree of evolution in idea and technique.

Significantly,

the poems which show something new are those which Merton notes in
71.k 4

the Preface were written later than the others, in 1955 and 1956,
including "Landscape," "Sincerity," and "To a Severe Nun," plus
several others.5
Thematically, "To a Severe Nun" and "When in the Soul of
the Serene Disciple" show the greatest changes from Merton':; early
poetry.

Actually they are both poems about his change.

In the

latter, Merton speaks of the spiritual poverty where "God lives in
his emptiness like an affliction."

There is no lyrical exultation,

no passionate joy--there is only calm.

It seems obvious that he

refers to himself in the third stanza:
De still
There is no longer any need of comment
It was a lucky wind
That blew away his hale with his cares,
A lucky sea that drowned his reputation.
4,4

4
See especially John Logan, "Babel Theory," Commonweal, LXVI
(July 5, 1957), 357; and Donald Hall, "Sincerity and the Muse,"
Saturday Review, XL (Jly 6, 1957), 29.
5
Merton, Strange Islands, preface (n.p.).
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In the last stanza, he aspires to be "ordinary" and "without visions."
This is one of the best poems in the book, except for the last stanza.
"To a Severe Nun" has much the same there; Merton is reproving
a "severe nun" for her very severity, and for the fact that she is
"without contact, without responsibility"--much like he himself was in
his early days as a monk. This is not a very "poetic" poem, although,
as Donald Justice noted in a hyper-critical review of The Strange
Islands, it does have the virtues of sticking to the subject and being
6
written quietly.
However, it is written almost as prose, with no
poetic figures at all.
The poem which most adequately illustrates Merton's new
tendencies in form is "Landscape."

It reads as follows:

A Personage is seen
Leaning upon a cushion
Printed with cornflowers.
A Child appears
Holding up a pencil.
"This is a picture
(Says the Child to the Personage)
Of the vortex."
"Draw it your own way,"
Says the Personage
(Music is heard
Pure in the island windows
Sea-music on the Child's
Interminable shore, his coral home.)
Behind a blue mountain
Covered with chickenfoot trees
The molten sun appears
A heavy, painted flower.
6Donald
Justice, "Sacred and Secular," Poetry, XCI (October,
1957), 41.
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A Personage is seen
Leaning upon the mountain
With the sun in one hand
And a pencil in the other.
"This is a picture
(Says the Personage to the Child)
Of the beginning of the world."
"Or of its end!" cries the Child
Hiding himself in the cushions.
A woman appears
Leaning upon the Child's shoulder.
He looks up again.
"This is my Mother
(Says the Child to the Personage)
Older than the moon."

A
5

(Grecian horses are heard
Returning from the foam
Of the pure island's windows
And the Child's horizons.)
"My mother is a world
(Says the Child to the Personage)
Printed with gillyflowers."
"Paint her your own way"
(Says the Personage to the Child).
And, lifting up his pencil,
He crosses out the sun.
Sr. Mary Therese says of Merton's later poetry that often, we
"find the whole poem to be a symbol.n7 This must be true of "Landscape."

Instead of the long explanations and analogies and lyrical

descriptions of some of Merton's previous landscape poems, this poem
presents a simple account (simple in form, not in meaning) of an
encounter between a person, a child, and the child's mother.

Gone

are the multiple meanings and obvious metaphors and unnecessary
similes.

Gone, in fact, is just about everything.

There is, indeed,

7
5r. M. Therese, "Out of Gethsemani," p. 47.
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not enough significant detail to me the poem clear in meaning.

There

are not enough clues to the identity of the three people. One obvious
answer to this problem perhaps would be God the Father, the Child Jesus,
and Mary, but the details do not support this hypothesis.

The child

seems wiser than the personage, for one thing, and from where do the
Grecian horses come in such a reading?
the child the West?

Is the personage the East,

If so, who is the child's mother?

Is the

personage the world of experience, the child innocence?
personage Greek civilization, the child Christianity?

Or is the

It is not

necessary, of course, that the characters "be" any specific things,
but the details in the poem are so few and so seemingly uninformative
that some framework is needed within which to interpret it, and any
such framework is not apparent.

Such obscurity of meaning is a serious

defect.
This problem is intensified by several instances of
grammatical ambiguity.

For example, in the third line, the "This"

really seems to be referring to the pencil.

Could the pencil

represent creative power, and as such be "a picture of the vortex?"
Or does the "This" refer to the picture that the child will draw,
which is described in the sixth and seventh stanzas? (The same
ambiguity occurs in the eighth stanza, with the "This.")
personage in stanza seven the same as the first personage?
he in the child's drawing?

Or is

Do the two stanzas in parentheses

represent the workings of the Child's mind?
out the sun?

Is the

And finally, who crossed

It is grammatically unclear whether "He" refers to the

personage or the child.

Although some ambiguity is appropriate in

poetry, too much, as here, becomes a serious problem.

69

A hundred other questions could be asked about this poem, and
this is partly to its credit.
subject-object relationship?

Is it a statement about art?
Or an existential document?

defense of freedom of interpretation?

Or the

Or a

Such questions, however,

cannot be satisfactorily answered; none of the interpretations can
be consistently followed through.

This poem, however interesting,

fails for lack of lucid meanings.

However, it does illustrate some

new tendencies in Merton's poetry other than the lack of excessive
ornament already mentioned.
•

It is, in fact, a movement away from

excess toward simplicity of form.

There is possibly something

Oriental about this, if Merton was already being influenced at
this tine by Oriental thought and culture.
Another poem illustrating a new tendency in form, or at
5:1

least an ela'eoraton of an already existing tendency, is "Sincerity."
It is really not a poem; like "To a Severe Nun," it is without poetic
figures.
rhythm.
;

Unlike "Severe Nun," however, "Sincerity" is also without
Donald Hall has observed that "Dead rhythms characterize

these prosier . . . poems,.8 and this is certainly true of
"Sincerity."

It is almost straight prose, as in the first stanza:
As for the liar, fear him less
Than one who thinks himself sincere
Who, having deceived himself,
Can deceive you with a good conscience.

This regrettable tendency toward prose is also present in
4,1

the poem "Wisdom," although this is a somewhat better poem, at least
based on paradox and marked by an Oriental sound, like a saying of
Buddha or Lao Tzu--"I studied it and it taught me nothing/
8Hall, "Sincerity
and the Muse," p. 29.
JP

I learned
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it and soon forgot everything else."

One critic, refusing to allow

any virtue at all in The Strange. Islands, refers to this
passage as
"cheap paradox . . . padding of the pseudo-imagination,"9
and a case
might be made in that direction.
Most of the influences that marked Merton's early poetry are
apparent in the city poems in The Strange Islands.

The influence of

Eliot is especially obvious, as various critics have
stated.

However,

in the poems which show some evolution of style and theme
, fewer
evidences of influence appear.

Perhaps Eastern art and culture were

already beginning to exert a general influence on Merto
n, although
this is not certain.10
The critics had nothing good to say about The Strange Islan
ds.
John Logan called it "dull, daunted, and reminiscent of Eliot..11
Donald Hall even suggested that Merton had stopped trying
to write
poetry well and regarded his poetry only as an "emotional outle .12
t.
Although this seems somewhat harsh, The Strange Islands, while
showing
some interesting new tendencies, is probably the low point
in all
Merton's poetry.

9Ibid.
10

Richard Kelly also mentions the many "points of contact"
that Merton's apocalyptic poems have with the poetry of the
Beats,
the main one being a shared theme: "Fly to the hills." Howev
er,
Kelly makes no claim of influence for either Merton
or the Beats
(Kelly, "Thomas Merton and Poetic Vitality," p. 139).
11 Logan
, "Babel Theory," p. 357.
12
Hal1, "Sincerity and the Muse," p. 30.
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Emblems of a Season of Fury
In 1953, with the publication of Emblems of a Season of Fury,
Merton's development away from his earlier poetry was even more
pronounced.

The extent to which Merton's reputation had suffered

can be seen in the fact that only two reviews of Emblems are
available.

The book includes twenty-six original poems, plus

some prose and some translations of French and Spanish poems.

Of

the twenty-six poems, six are treatments of the contemplative
theme, eight are comments on society, and at least two are poems
which combine nese two elements.

Other subjects include a

child's world, elegies, and an ode to another poet.

Though

similar .!ri theme, the poems are very different from their predecessors.
The contemplative poems differ primari'y in form, though there is
some change of content, and the sociological poems differ greatly
in content and in form.
Representative of the contemplative poems in Emblems is
"0 Sweet Irrational Worship," which approaches contemplation
through nature, as do "Night-Flowering Cactus" and "Love Winter
When the Plant Says Nothing."

A new approach, however, is seen

in "Song for Nobody," which is more direct than any previous
contemplation poems.

Another poem which approaches meditation

more directly is "Song:

If You Seek . . ."

This poem, however,

is not as successful as "Song For Nobody," because it contains too
much abstraction.
One of the social poems is very much like the old Merton-"And So Goodbye to Cities."

The lines are not as long, and the
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offensive imagery not as excessive, but except for those two things
it could have been included in Figures for an p.Tocalypse. "A
Picture of Lee Ying," however, is quite a new treatment of a social
theme.

A newspaper photograph of a young Chinese girl, a refugee

who was made to return to Red China because of immigration quotas,
evidently inspired the poem, which is an ironic statement from the
point of view of the immigration
sending her back.

ficial, who is trying to justify

The point is man's inhumanity to man because of

his harsh application of rules and laws.

This is another of Merton's

prose-type poems, notable here for extremely long lines and an
absence of any punctuation.
"There Has to Be a Jail for Ladies" is social comment-,ry, too,
but contains evidence of Merton's change of attitude.

The first

stanza is quite good:
There has to be a jail where ladies go
When they are poor, without nice things, and with their hair down
When their beauty is taken from them, when their hearts are broken
There is a jail where they must go.
In the poem, Merton is assuring all the unhapv ladies that even
though they are ugly, guilty, "dusty and sore," he loves them, and
God loves them, and that when "God becomes your heart's prisoner;/
He will laugh at the jail." It is too long, as X. J. Kennedy has
13
noted,
but it is well-conceived and imaginative.
Another social poem, "Why Some Look up to Planets and Heroes,"
is an ironic treatment of America's astronauts.

It is tint a strong

protest against space exploration, but an attempt to show America some
13X. J.
Kennedy, "Emblems and Documents," Poetry, CIV (September,
1964), 379. Kennedy observes here that the beginnings of Merton's poems
are often better than their development.
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of its foolishness, which he cal
ls "a starspanoled somersault."
Still another social poem deals
with Hitler's extermination of the
Jews. It too is ironic; that is,
it is written from the point of
view of a German officer. We
are told in the last stanza that
we
as Americans are no better bec
ause "you burn up friends and ene
mies
with long-range missiles withou
t ever seeing what you have done."
This poem seems to be, as Sr.
Mary Gilbert has pointed out, mor
e
propaganda than poetry, as do
several other of the social poems.
"The calculated ironic unders
tatement," she says, "raises the
recurrent question of poetry
and propaganda."14
The elegies show some differ
ence in treatment, though not
to Merton's credit. In "An Ele
gy to Ernest Hemingway," Merton
reveals that he still likes
to play with words and still does it
poorly, in such phrases as "For
these the sun also rises," and
"How slowly this bell tolls.
" The elegy does not have much depth,
although the form--the liturg
ical chant--does give it some intere
st.
The "Elegy for James Thurber"
is not remarkable in any way, and
the other elegy, "An Elegy for
Five Old Ladies," is pointless,
even, as Carol Johnson says,
15
"ludicrous."
As different as some of the
poems are in theme, it is in form
that the most striking changes
are exhibited. Perhaps the most
obvious
innovation is a general lack
of punctuation, and frequently a lac
k of
14
5r. Mary Gilbert, S.N.J.M.,
"Fusion and Fission:
Merton," S€wanee Review (19
64), p. 716.

Two by

15
Carol Johnson, "The Vision and
the Poem," Poetry, XCVI
(September, 1960), 387. ("A
n Eleoy for Five Old Ladies" first
appeared in Merton's Select
ed Poems.)
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grammatical sentences, as in "Seven Archaic Images," which is just
that:

a series of images like "The magic door/

and fire./

Wide open./

Dance

Blood."

The general pattern is still free verse, with the same lack
of concern for rhythm.

In fact much of the rhythm in this volume is

definitely prose rhythm, an effect which Sr. Mary Gilbert thinks
Merton cultivated.16

The lines are shorter; in many cases at least

three times shorter than the average line in A Man in the Divided Sea.
The short, choppy lines eliminate lyricism, but are sometimes
effective, especially in the contemplative poems, such as "Wind and
a bobwhite/

And the afternoon sun," in "Sweet Irrational Worship."

Even with the short lines, X. J. Kennedy correctly states that the
poems need 'stern cutting."/7

Incidentally, Merton seems to have

left his taste for alliteration behind him, which is just as well,
since he never mastered the technique.
Actually, Merton seems to have left a great deal of his
poetics behind him.

Only two of his poems, "A Messenger from the

Horizon" and "Night Flowering euetus," are based on the extended
metaphor used successfully before; neither is there much sustained
symbolism here.

There is one charming, but fairly simple allegorical

piece, entitled "Grace's House," and written much in his old style.
He has retained, however, his "predilection for the striking image,"
13
as Sr. Mary Gilbert suggests,
but it is certainly used much less
15cr. Mary Gilbert, "Fusion and Fission:

Two by Merton,"

p. 716.
17Kennedy, "Emblems and Documents," p. 379.
18Sr. Mary Gilbert, "Fusion and Fission:
p. 716.

Two by Merton,"
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frequently.

Neither has he abandoned the metaphysical conceit,

although it has gradually lost strength; it becomes less often
atomic, but also is less often effective.

There are a few good

examples, though, such as "My heart's love/

Bursts with hay and

flowers" in "Sweet Irrational Worship," and the "starspangled
somersault" of the first poem in the book.
employ paradox in his contemplative poetry.

Merton continues to
There does not seem

to be an overuse of the simile in this volume, perhaps due to the
dearth of poetic figures of any kind.
A very important shift in Mcrton's style is the change in
tone in this volume.

More and more Merton's poems are based on

irony, rather than the passionate sincerity of many of his earlier
poems.

Ironic poems like "A Picture of Lee Ying" and especially

"Why Some Look up to Planets and Heroes" have provided, increasingly,
an outlet for his humor, which Mark Van Doren--and others--have seen
as an essential part of the man.19
Typical of some aspects of the new style is this
contemplative poem, "Song for Nobody":
A yellow flower
(Light and spirit)
Sings by itself
For nobody.
A golden spirit
(light and emptiness)
Sings without a word
By itself
Let no one touch this gentle sun
In whose dark eye
Someone is awake
19

Van Doren, "introduction,"

p. xii.
-JP
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No light, no gold, no name, no color
And no thought
(0, wide awake!)
The simplicity of expression, especially noteworthy in the light of
the effusiveness of some of Merton's earlier mystical poetry, probably
is due in part to the increasing influence of Oriental thought on
Merton's writing.

Speaking in 1960 of the Zen concept of creatvity,

Merton said,
The work of art springs "out of emptiness" and is
transferred in a flash, by a few brush strokes, to
paper. It is not a "representation of" anything,
but it is rather the subject itself existing as
light, aE Ert, in a drawing which has, so to speak,
"drawn itself."20
His use of paradox to express truth is due in part also to this
21
influence, since it is of course a favorite Zen mode of expression.
Although Merton throughout his verse owes basic debts of
technique to Eliot and Hopkins, the extent of their influence seems
to have been decreased in this volume.

An occasional word compound

is found, and X. J. Kennedy sees Hopkins' influence in the questionanswer method used in some of the poems.22
Also in this volume may be heard echoes of the German
mystic poet Rilke.

Merton had read him as early as 1949,23 and in

his 1967 Mystics and Zen Masters, he quotes some lines from Rilke's
Eighth flume Elegy, including "always world, and never nowhere
20
Thomas Merton, "The Catholic and Creativity," The American
Benedictine Review, XI (September-December, 1960), 205-206.
21
Thomas Merton, "The Zen Koan," Mystics and Zen Masters,
pp. 235-254.
22
Kennedy, "Emblems and Documents," p. 379.
23Merton, The
Sign of Jonas, p. 246.
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without no. 24

in Merton's "The Fall" the first lin
e is "There
is nowhere in you a paradise tha
t is noplace."
Although there are no doubt other inf
luences, they are not
obvious; Merton perhaps has lea
rned to cover his tracks. Emblems of
a Season of Fury was not well
received by the few critics who
commented on it. As with The Str
ange Islands, critics found Merton
more lax artistically in Emblem
s of a Season of Fury. X. J. Kennedy
says, for example, that although
the urgency of Merton's voice is
impressive, too often these poe
ms "go no further than to a superficial and right-thinking rage,
and remain not poems, but painful
documents. 25"
Cables to the Ace

4'
4r
A

6

In 1968 (without the usual Imprim
atur) Merton published a
volume entitled Cables to the
Ace. This puzzling little book is
really only one poem, with eig
hty-eight parts, a Prologue, and an
Epilogue. It is not even a poe
m in any accepted sense of the
word; it is made up of short ver
ses, interspersed with prose pieces
and quotations. The back cover
calls it a "sustained counterpoint
of sense and nonsense, a linguisti
c fugue of the absurd." Merton
himself provides some hints for
the reader in a quotation from the
French novelist-cinematist Alain
Robbe-Grillet, in the title and
sub -title, in the Prologue, and
at various places in the poem.
On the title page appears the quo
tation from Robbe-Grillet,
which reads when translated, "Th
e putting in question of the world in
Herton, nistics and Zen flasters,
p. 244.
25Ke
nnedy, "Emblems and Documents," p.
64.
-00
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which we exist can only be done
by form and not by a vaguely social
for political document."26 It
can be assumed, then, that "putting
in question the world in which
we exist" is part of Merton's aim.
That is, he wants to rid America
of its complacency. The prologue,
which Elizabeth Nelson aptly call "impudent,.27
s
says to the reader:
Go shake hands with the comics
if you demand a
preface. My attitudes are common
and my ironies
are no less usual than the bright
pages of your
favorite magazine.28
Cables to the ".ce, then, is a refl
ection of our world, a collage of
what mid-twentieth century Amer
ica thinks it is, presented in such
a form as to make us see the extent
of our folly
There is more to the book than
an ironic condemnation, however.
An explication of the title reve
als a higher aim. In the first piece,
Merton presents "cables" as repr
esentative of our age, and throughout
the book there is continued ment
ion of "wires" or "cables" (pp. 4,
10, 14, 31, 38, 46, 49, 53, 57, 60)
, often as a means of transportation
or communication. At the same
time, there are gradually increasing
numbers of references to God and
Divinity. One such reference, 39, is
a quotation from Meister Eckhart:
"No man can see God except he be
blind, or know Him except through
ignorance, nor understand Him except
26Bruce Morisette gives the foll
owing partial list of RobbeGrillet's techniques: "circular
structure, use of nonlinear chronolo
gy,
'false' or imagined scenes, inte
rior duplications of characters and
events, . . . a labyrinthine, almo
st surrealist decor, repetitions,
'frozen' scenes, echoes, verbal eni
gmas, and mythic allusions." See
Morisette's Alain Robbe-Grillet (Ne
w York: Columbia University Press,
1965), pp. 12-13.
27Elizabeth Nelson, Review of Cabl
es to the Ace, Library
Journal, XCIII (June 1, 1968),
2246.
28
Merton, Cables to the Ace, p. 1.
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through folly."
4

Besides the reference to the "ace"
in the title,

Merton speaks in 87 of the "ace
of songs" and the "ace of freedoms."
The ace (another symbol appropria
te to our age) is, obviously, the
highest point of something. The
highest point in life, Merton has
always thought, is contemplative
knowledge of God. This volume,
then, attempts to provide Ame
rica with "cables" to the "ace"--with
an approach to God. That app
roach is through American society.
Even if it is ridiculous and
tormented and seemingly unintelligib
le,
it still can bring us to God.
The subtitle, "Familiar Liturgies
of Misunderstanding," reinfo
rces this interpretation. The rev
iewer
in Virginia Quarterly Review
said of the book, "As a liturgy
must
be, it is finally concerned
with faith. It is essentially a boo
k
poe
try
..2
9
of love
However, it certainly is not tra
ditional love poetry. It
is the paradox of the book tha
t the negation of the poetry create
s,
as the same reviewer says, "a
poetry rich with affirmative
possibility."30 And if the the
me is paradoxical, so is the form,
in which, again quoting the
Virginia Quarterly Review, "the fam
iliar
mad
e suddenly inexplicable, com
[is]
munication [is] turned to
techniques of the absurd.u31 Mer
ton's approach is above all oddly
ironic, with a great deal of wry
humor, some anger, and some sadness.
29Review of Cables to the Ace
, Viroinia Quarterly Review, XLIV
(Summer, 1968), civ. Laurence
Liberman, however, notices "the abs
ence
of a reverence for life" in the
book ("Critic of the Month," Poetry
CXIV [April, 1969], 43).
,
3
CReview of Cables to the Ace
, Virginia Quarterly Review,
p. civ.
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He presents eighty-eight numbered sections, some prose and some verse.
Some of it is nonsensical, some of it makes sense, as one reviewer
says, "in a special modern fashion,"32 and all of it is surprising.
None of the pieces, either prose or poems, are greatly significant
in themselves.

There is not much point in studying the consecutive

development of the poem; it really does not have a consecutive
element.

Isolated examples can be given, though, which illustrate

the characteristics of the work.
Some of the prose is quite beautiful and quite poetic:
sun.

"Warm

Perhaps these yellow wildflowers have the minds of )ittle

girls" (10), or "They now know for sure they had lost the same day
twice:

once in sand, and once in water" (65).

Other selections

appear to be, as Laurence Lieberman says, "images violently
regurgitated by the subconscious mind, as in 'automatic writing.'"33
This is illustrated in the following example from 22.
Twelve smoky gates flame with mass-demonstrations.
Power of Caliban. Mitres of blood and salt. Buildings
as well-run machines with eyes and teeth . . .
The verse pieces contain Merton's usual freedom of verse
pattern, although many of the rhythms are more pronounced and
staccate than those in Emblems of a Season of Fury.

He has finally

found a suitable setting for his conceits; they fit well into the
mood and purpose of Cables to the Ace, and are used unsparingly in
both verse and prose.
should be.

Much of it is humorous--erDre humorous than it

Speaking of the brain's pleasure center in 19, he says:

32Review of Cables to the Ace, Publishers Weekly, CXCIII
(Februar; 19, 1968), 88.
33
Liberman, "Critic of the Month," p. 48.
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That earthly
Paradise in the head
Two millimeters away
From my sinus infection.
Parts of 50 are quite funny also, as is evidenced in stanza

given

here:
I want to carry
Cracking new money
That knows and loves me
And is my intimate, all -looking doctor
Old costly whitehead
Family friend
I want my money
To know me like whiskey
I want it to forgive
Past present and future.
It is a certain aptness that is so striking, in those passages
that are amusing and those that are not.

For example, in his fprody

of the five-minute newcasts, Merton really has captured the
ludicrousness of much of what is said.

Here is a short excerpt:

A clear-cut daily exercise was taxed out of existence
By communist thought-control today in a warring
House of votes where Senator Tolling eel]
Announced a bright green apology to wives
Deprived by the abolition
But much more fun he decreed
Would soon come out of it as fortunately
Only few were present.

44.

Another parody (of cigarette advertising) is 61.
I will get up and go to Marble country
Where deadly smokes grow out of moderate heat
And all the cowboys look for fortunate slogans
Among horses' asses.
Number 53, a more serious piece, is about poetry:
I think poetry must
I think it must
Stay open all night
In beautiful cellars.

_
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Another more serious piece is 78, whic
h seems to say something about
Cables to the Ace itself. Here are the
first and last stanzas:
The hidden lovers in the soil
Become green plants and gardens tomorrow
When the: are ordered to re-appear
In the wet sun's poem.

For the lovers in the sleeping nerv
e
Are the hope and the address
Where I send you this burning garden
My talkative morning-glory
My climbing germ of poems.
Number 37 might also apply to Cables
to the Ace:
The perfect act is empty. Who can
see it? He who forgets
form. Out of the formed, the unfo
rNed, the empty act proceeds with its own form. Perfect
form is momentary. Its
perfection vanishes at once. Perfecti
on and emptiness
work together for they are the same
: the coincidence of
momentary for and eternal nothingn
ess. Form: the flash
of nothingness. Forget form, and it sudd
enly appears,
ringed and reverberating with its own
light which is
nothing. Well then: stop seeking.
Let it all happen.
Let it come and go. What? Everythi
ng: i.e., nothing.
And, in the last verse piece, 88, Mert
on says:
I am about to
In the bell's
Set my mind a
On the ace of

make my home
summit
thousand feet high
songs.

Some of the pieces seem less rele
vant, however. There is a
good deal of word play, and predicta
bly, much of it seems a bit
forced and awkward, as it is in
this excerpt from 20b:
Finn, Finn
Tribal and double
Wide awake rocks
The fatal craft
Cutlas!, Finn
To kill time
Before and aft-Er he sinks his fin
Again in his
Own Uake.
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These excerpts reveal something of the pecu
liar nature of the
work, its effort to attain modernity.
Besides Robbe-Grillet, Merton is probably
also indebted in
this wcrk to 1•!illiam Blake, at least in
intent, since he mentions in
the first piece that we are once again assi
sting at the marriage of
heaven and hell. The Oriental influenc
e is still present, in the
paradoxical nature of the book and in indi
vidual passages. In
addition, Merton is almost certainly
indebted to the theatre of
the absurd and to the anti -art movement
s. Two reviewers, as a
34
matter of fact, speak of the book as
anti -poetry.
It is this lack of form which prevents
Merton from
fulfilling the promise of the titl
e. He has given some idea of the
splintering of American society, but his
larger aim--to help that
society find God--seems to get lost
somewhere in his anti -poetics.
Perhaps the book is not poetry; prob
ably it is not as artistic as
Merton's devotional lyrics, as Laurence
Liberman claims;35 almost
certainly it is already dated by the
multitude of contemporary
references. But the lefty purpose and
the awry moments of truth
in Cables to the Ace make it a valuable
gift to America. There
is added significance in the fact that
Thomas Merton is a Catholic
monk. His slangy "hip" tone can be
seen as part of a growing effort
in Catholicism to harmonize with the idio
m and mood of current

34m,
eview of Cables to the Ace, Virginia Quarterl
y Review, p. civ;
Liberman, "Critic of the Month," p. 48.
35Libe

rman, "Critic of the Month," p. 48.
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36
life.

Even if he has not been as successful as others--Crane or

Auden, for example--in catching the flavor of modern life, he
has
tried, and he has partially succeeded; that is significant.
Few reviews of Cables to the Ace have been published.
Laurence Liberman, reviewing in Poetry, secs the book as an
artistic
failure because "it wavers between free verse and formal patter
n;
in its refusal to become either one thing or the other, it
asserts
the ethics of anti -form."

He does, however, commend the "moral

earnestness of voice" in some sections of the book.37

Two other

reviews make no judgment °the.- than that the book was puzzli
ng.38
A more favorable review was that in Virginia Quarterly Review
, which
called it provocative, interesting, and said of it, "It is an urgent
message to the age.

It is revelation in the way that any liturs]

is revelation. 39
Conclusion
It is difficult to generalize about Merton's last three
published volumes of poetry, because he was obviously still develo
ping
his art through each volume.

Some conclusions, however, can be drawn.

36
Whether this adaptation to modern life is wholly desirable
is certainly debatable; even Merton had reservations about it.
See "Father Merton's Continuing Search: Reality in Religion,"
Courier Journal and Times, December 22, 1968, p. 12.
3
7Liberman, "Critic of the Month," p. 48.
38
Review of Cables to the Ace, Publishers' Weekly, p. 88;
Nelson, Review of Cables to the Ace, Library Journal, p. 2246.
39Review
of Cables to the Ace, Virginia Quarterly Review,
p. civ.
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His basic themes have remained the same:
society.

contemplation and

He deals with these themes, however, in terms increasingly

different from his early poetry.

Contemplative knowledge of God is

approached more .rectly and in more universal terms.

He no longer

condemns society; he sees himself as a part of It and urges not
rejection but reform.
The form of the later poems often shows a regrettable
tendency toward prose expression.

The lines are frequently short,

although there is some use of the chant.

The poems are not always

expressed in grammatically clear sentences, and there is often
little or no punctuation.

There is a continuing use of paradox

to express the mystical experience, and an effort to make the
paradoxes seem tangy and odd in a modern manner.

The tone is

usually ironic, and there is much increase in wry humor,
especially in Cables to the Ace.

He continues to use the conceit.

The chief influence shaping his later poetry, other than
modern life itself, is probably Oriental thought, for it provided
him with paradox and with a directness of expression.

There is

also much wry humor in Taoist meditations, and Merton produced
Taoist translations.
Reviewers were highly condemnatory of The Strange Islands and
Emblems of a Season of Fury, saying that they showed artistic laxity.
Cables to the Ace was received more cordially, though not
enthusiastically.
pretentious.

Critics generally found it puzzling and somev:hat

Probably some of the reaction to it is still to come,

since it was published in 1968.

CHAPTER IV
Conclusion
The poetry of Thomas Merton has evolved through his seven
published volumes of poems.

Although this evolution was gradual,

the internal characteristics of these volumes tend to separate
the poetry into two periods, drawing the line between Tears of
the Blind Lions (1949), and The Strange Islands (1957).

It should

be emphasized again that no claim of a sudden and complete change
is here made.

Merton's final volume of poetry has qualities in

common with his first, and all these in between share certain
traits.

But there are major differences of theme and form between

the two periods, differences which could almost be called radical.
Although all of Merton's poetry exhibits the same two
thematic concerns—mystical union with God in contemplation, and
society--the emphases change considerably.

Merton at first

approached contemplation in his poems almost exclusively through
Catholicism, or at least in the spirit of Catholicism.

He used

Church liturgy, death, saints and Church Fathers, and sin and
penance often.

These poems are lyrical, impassioned, and

frequently excessive in length and poetic figures.

His later

contemplation poems, however, show little of this impassioned
excess, nor is there anything markedly "Catholic" about them.
They nearly all use nature to talk about the mystical experience,
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and are frequently paradoxical.

Evidently as Merton's mystical

experiences became less passionate and intense, they became more
universalized.
Merton's social poems undergo great change also.

His early

"city" poems were rhetorical, unimaginative, contemptuous
descriptions of city life, excessive in length and ineffective imagery.
There was often a tone of self-righteousness about these early
poems, and a warning to everyone to abandon the evil cities and turn
to contemplation.

Merton's later poems, however, although still

critical of society, show a great change of attitude.

He is no

longer an outsider; he is himself a part of society, and, in spite
of its tragic faults, he accepts the world and opens himself to
it.

Nor does he continue to urge withdrawal from society; his

later pcetry instead is an attempt to get society to reform--to
reform first individually and then as a whole.

Man's salvation,

Merton finally believed, lies in society itself, rather than its
rejection.
Pis last volume of poetry--or semi-poetry—represents
Merton's attempt to fuse these two themes, to effect man's
salvation by bringing him, in society, through mystical contemplation
to God.

Although the volume does not seem successful by traditional

artistic standards, it is forceful and stands as Merton's message
to--and of--our age.
The differences of form between Merton's early and late
periods are several.

First, he shortened his lines considerably,

and his later poetry is much less grammatical.

His early poetry

0')

was made up of long, easy-flowing
lines, creating grammatical
sentences with traditional punctu
ation. His later poetry is apt
to be just a series of words, oft
en ungrammatical and usually
without punctuation of any kind.
Another major difference is
Merton's decreasing use of poe
tic figures. Whereas his early
poetry often showed an excess
of metaphors, symbols, similes, and
images, his later poetry suffer
s from a lack of them.
Aside from the thematic differenc
es, however, the greatest
change is in tone. The open and
sincere tone of Merton's early
poetry changed gradually but ine
xorably, so that his later poetry
(with the exception of a few con
templation poems) is entirely
ironic in a dry and somewhat unp
oetic brusqueness.
There is not actually a change in
the influences prevalc-It
in Merton's poetry; it is mor
e a matter of accumulation. The
influences on the earlier poetry
--Hopkins, Eliot, the Metaphysical
s
and the surrealists--are presen
t in Merton's later poetry to a
less obvious degree; but other maj
or influences are added--those
of Oriental thought and culture,
plus the tempos of modern life
itself.
The most obvious similarity between
the poems of both
periods is that the two major con
cerns of Merton's early poetry-contemplation and society--are ret
ained, with differing emphases,
in his later work. In form, the two
periods are alike in their
lack of disciplined rhythms and
in the poet's unaltered attraction
to self-conscious alliteration and
word-play. In addition, Merton
favored throughout his develo
pment the use of the conceit: the
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surprising, sometimes shocking poetic
figure that can he found in
his poetry from beginnirg to end.
Critics have found Merton's earlier work
more artistically
satisfying than his later, although
they have never seen Merton as
a poet of the first rank. The gene
ral feeling is that as a religious
poet, Merton is minor but significant;
however, when he leaves his
"circumscribed sphere" and tries to
become the universal poet,
the spokesman for tile age, most crit
ics believe his art suffers.
This assessment does seem to be entirely
true. In spite
of the significance of Merton's Them
es, his poetry in both periods
is not as good as it should be. He
has not been able to create
a poetic form equal to the demands
of his theme, and this, in the
light of the importance of his mess
age, is a less to the world.
The fact that he has expressed his
message effectively in prose
is to his credit, and to the good of
the world, but it is not
the same.
It is probably for his prose, then,
and for his part in
the Catholic attempt to reach out
to the secular world and to
the East, that Thomas Merton will be
remembered, rather than for
his seven volumes of poetry.
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